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ABSTRACT
In this study, I investigated a commonly held belief in the field of higher
education student affairs. Scholars have claimed 50% of student affairs professionals
leave the field within five years (Artale, 2019; Davis & Cooper, 2017; Dinise-Halter,
2017; Frank, 2013; Renn & Hodges, 2007; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). Many scholars
situated this issue as a problem for which they have offered possible solutions (Artale,
2020; Berwick, 1992; Buchanan & Schupp; 2016; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Frank, 2013; Jo,
2008; Lawling et al., 1982; Lorden, 1998; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Renn
& Jessup-Anger, 2008; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Silver & Jakeman, 2014; Tull, 2006;
Ward, 1995; Wood et al., 1985).
In my review, I found little evidence to support this commonly held belief and
subsequently situated this concept as a myth. I offered attrition from student affairs as a
non-problematic part of the labor market (Grissom et al., 2015). I then utilized the
thinking of turnover contagion theory to explore the possible relationship between the
myth and additional attrition from student affairs (Felps et al., 2009).
In the research portion, I utilized quantitative survey methods to evaluate whether
student affairs professionals believe this myth and if high attrition thinking is associated
with race, gender, job satisfaction, and turnover ideation. I found both 50% and five years
as the most common responses for participants. This outcome and the associated level of
significance (p < 0.001) from one-proportion z tests affirmed a likely belief among
respondents in the myth. Using multiple linear regression, I then observed very strong
evidence (p < 0.001) of statistical significance between high perceived attrition and low
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job satisfaction and high turnover ideation controlling for race and gender identities. I
also saw varied levels of evidence for the relationship between high attrition thinking and
race and gender while controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.
As a result of these findings, I recommended practitioners and scholars in the field
cease contagion discourse in student affairs. I also suggested scholars shift their research
projects away from attrition solving. I invited future researchers to parse out the impact
of race and gender on attrition thinking.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
A myth is a concept widely believed without adequate evidence (Martimianakis et
al., 2020). Myths are not inherently false but are some combination of anachronistic and
misleading (Loughlin et al., 2013). Myths may start from reality but eventually twist into
distortion. Sociologists William Isaac Thomas and Dorothy Swain Thomas once
summarized the possible impact of such myths as such: “if men define situations as real
they are real in their consequences” (Thomas & Thomas, 1928, p. 572). In this study, I
will investigate how people in the profession of higher education student affairs perceive
a distinct myth and possible consequences of that perception.
In the profession of student affairs, the aforementioned problematic myth lingers
around the concept of attrition. Attrition is the voluntary departure from a field without
the intent to return (Grissom et al., 2015). The study of attrition is not distinct to student
affairs, as it is a source of research and concern for a number of related helping
professions such as nursing (Snavely, 2016), P-12 teaching (Garcia & Weiss, 2019;
Zhang & Zeller, 2016), higher education faculty (Johnsrud & Rosser, 2002; Kaplan et al.,
2018; Piercy et al., 2005), and social work (Flower et al., 2005; Webb & Carpenter,
2005).
Possible Impact of “Attrition As Problem” Myth
Many researchers have claimed attrition approximately 50% of student affairs
professionals leave the field within five years (Artale, 2019; Davis & Cooper, 2017;
Dinise-Halter, 2017; Frank, 2013; Renn & Hodges, 2007; Silver & Jakeman, 2014).
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Although how this myth developed is unclear, a likely source for this attrition citation is
the work of Holmes et al. (1983). That particular research group is the only one to
formally inquire about an attrition rate based on years of service in student affairs
(Holmes et al., 1983, p. 441). Though limited by sample size, sample source, and the
decay of applicability due to the passage of time, the researchers sounded lasting alarm
bells. They stated their findings posed “questions about the long-term stability of the
student personnel field” (Holmes et al., 1983, p. 440).
Distinction from Other Studies
In this study, I investigated if the perceptions of attrition of student affairs
professionals aligned with the stated myth. I also inquired about the relationship between
that perception on further attrition from the field. Many previous scholars attempted to
identify the extent of attrition (Blackhurst, 2000; Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Holmes et
al., 1983). Other researchers tried to solve the perceived problem of attrition from student
affairs (Artale, 2020; Berwick, 1992; Buchanan & Schupp; 2016; Dinise-Halter, 2017;
Frank, 2013; Jo, 2008; Lawling et al., 1982; Lorden, 1998; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen
et al., 2018; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Silver & Jakeman,
2014; Tull, 2006; Ward, 1995; Wood et al., 1985). Each of these researchers approached
their study through the lens of attrition as a problem for the profession of student
affairs. The kinds of problems alleged for student affairs ranged from destabilizing the
profession (Holmes et al., 1983), the loss of resources in training departed employees
(Renn & Hodges, 2007), and loss of operational efficiency (Marshall et al., 2016).
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Throughout the course of this study, I referred to the lens of an assumed issue with
departure from student affairs as “attrition as problem” thinking.
This study is distinct, as it inverts the line of inquiry. I used the labor market logic
of supply and demand to create this inversion. This concept holds a disruption can only
exist in a job market when there are too few qualified job seekers for available jobs or too
many job seekers for the number of jobs (Grissom et al., 2015). For attrition to be a
problem for a professional field, there must be a shortage of qualified applicants to
replace departing employees. While that may be in the case in some functional areas and
institutions, my practitioner knowledge demonstrated an abundance of qualified job
seekers. Through this lens, I approached attrition from student affairs as non-problematic.
I then utilized turnover contagion theory to analyze how the mythology of
attrition might relate to further departure from the field of student affairs (Felps et al.,
2009). This theory, explained in greater detail later in the study, holds turnover ideation
relates to actual turnover. Subsequently, turnover begets more turnover.
Study Methodology
To better understand this line of inquiry, I utilized survey methods research. I
aimed to answer two central research questions.
•

Research Question 1 - How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align
with the myth of 50% of student affairs professionals leaving the field within five
years?
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•

Research Question 2 - What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition
from student affairs and the racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction, and
turnover ideation of professionals in that field?

I sampled from the membership of NASPA, the largest professional association of
student affairs practitioners. I limited the sample to emerging professionals in student
affairs, defined by 10 years or less experience. I engaged potential participants via a
distribution partnership with NASPA. Following data collection, I will analyze the
information via linear regression.
Background, Context, and Theoretical Framework
Scholarly and Practitioner Representations of “Attrition As Problem” Myth
We have evidence to suggest both practitioners and scholars perceive attrition as a
problem for student affairs. In the academic realm, at least 17 studies have offered
solutions to the perceived problem of student affairs permanent departure (Bender, 1980;
Berwick, 1992; Blackhurst, 2000; Buchanan & Schupp, 2016; Dinise-Halter, 2017;
Frank, 2013; Jo, 2008; Lawling et al., 1982; Lorden, 1998; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen
et al., 2018; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Silver & Jakeman,
2014; Tull, 2006; Ward, 1995; Wood et al., 1985). One study noted “the satisfaction and
retention of new professionals in student affairs remains critical in a profession that has
been plagued by high attrition rates” (Davis & Cooper, 2017, p. 65). Another study cited
the mythic attrition rate almost exactly: “it is estimated that between 50% and 60% of
new professionals leave the field within their first five years on the job” (Silver &
Jakeman, 2014, p. 170). The actions of pursuing a solution and citing the rate as a
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justification for additional research indicated a scholarly belief in the myth of “attrition as
problem” for student affairs.
In practitioner terms, the documentation of the myth belief is less formal than
academic publications. One example came via ACPA, the second largest professional
association for student affairs. The leadership at ACPA distributed a call for survey
participation with the problem justification of “our profession has an attrition rate of over
50% amongst new professionals” (Artale, 2019).
As another example, student affairs digital thought leader Dr. Josie Ahlquist
Tweeted “student affairs sure is losing some good ones lately” (Ahlquist, 2021). This
statement is in keeping with “attrition as problem” thinking. The response to this Tweet
far exceeded the author’s typical engagement with 351 likes, 52 Retweets, and 24
comments. All this engagement echoed the perceived truthfulness of her sentiment. In
student affairs social media, this constituted virality and aligned with a practitioner belief
in the myth of attrition.
Recently, a staff member asked me if I still enjoy my work because most people
leave after five years. This represented the stuff of myth, an inherited “shared intellectual
culture,” throughout the profession of student affairs (Loughlin et al., 2013, p. 135). The
profession perpetuates this myth and has continued to try and solve a problem we cannot
be sure exists.
Myth Creation, Perpetuation, and Population
The aforementioned Holmes et al. (1983) formed the most likely source materials
for the myth of early career attrition from student affairs. Those researchers were the only
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ones to document an attrition rate with the time stipulation of five years. However, that
project was not alone but part of a general trend in the early 1980s. Several research
groups attempted with varying degrees of precision to document attrition from student
affairs during this era (Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Holmes et al., 1983; Wood et al.,
1985). Prominent student affairs scholar Nancy Evans (1988) reviewed this literature and
found it lacking conclusiveness. After multiple studies attempted to verify attrition as an
issue, she stated “very little data exist to indicate the extent of the problem” (Evans, 1988,
p. 23). Since Evans (1988) recommended more comprehensive study on attrition
behaviors, not a single publication has documented the attrition rate of student affairs
professionals.
As these studies are all at least 35 years old, time is now another significant
limitation blurring the reliability of the “attrition as problem” myth. This is problematic,
as there are distinctions in retention motivations and processes for employees currently in
the workforce than previous generations (Morrell & Abston, 2019; Zaharee et al., 2018).
Between the time limitations and flaws in the attrition-establishing studies, the reliability
of any attrition rate from the 1980s and its generalizability to today is dubious. Despite
Evans’ (1988) recognition of gaps in the attrition-establishing studies, scholars have
continued to approach attrition as a problem for student affairs (Artale, 2020; Berwick,
1992; Buchanan & Shupp, 2016; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Frank, 2013; Marshall et al., 2016;
Mullen et al., 2018; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Silver & Jakeman, 2014; Ward, 1995).
In doing so, the academics potentially perpetuated the specific problem they wanted to
resolve.
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Issues with Secondary Citations
Scholars skipped steps in their documentation, with secondary citations as a
particularly troublesome trend. As an example, Buchanan and Shupp (2016) identified
the outdated nature of the data and noted that no researchers have documented an attrition
rate since the 1980s. However, the researchers then used Renn and Hodges (2007) as
evidence for their claim of attrition as a problem. The issue with this citation is Renn and
Hodges (2007) conducted a study with a sample size of 10. To demonstrate how this
sample cannot be generalized to the whole population of student affairs professionals, I
offer Buchanan and Shupp’s (2016) own caution. They acknowledged in their paper their
sample size of five and how that limited generalization (p. 115). Renn and Hodges (2007)
offered a similar caution about their own findings due to a limited sample.
Frank (2013) and Silver and Jakeman (2014) provided another example of an
issue with secondary citations. Those scholars cited Lorden (1998) and Tull (2006) as
establishing an attrition rate. However, Tull (2006) conducted an attrition-solving study
and Lorden (1998) wrote an essay with no actual research findings. To credit them with
establishing an attrition rate is inaccurate. Dinise-Halter (2017) also cited a specific
attrition rate from Evans and Phelps-Tobin (1993). That citation is doubly problematic
due to it being a textbook and one authored by a major critic, Evans (1988), of the current
state of attrition in student affairs findings. Renn and Hodges (2007) also issued this
claim about emerging professionals in student affairs without a citation attached to it at
all: “Statistically, only about half will still be in the field in 2010” (2007, p. 388). Either
due to assumed findings validating anecdotal observations or a lack of rigor in research,
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this sort of rushed process is the exact kind of justification that perpetuates myths
(Martimianakis et al., 2020).
Population for Myth Impact
With a better understanding of the source and propulsive forces of the myth of
student affairs attrition, I can now propose for whom the myth itself is potentially
problematic. Likely due to the findings of Holmes et al. (1983), the mythology centers on
emerging student affairs professionals in the first five years in the field. This population
includes graduate students, new professionals, and some mid-managers. The focus on this
population may impact the morale of the practitioners themselves and influence more
attrition from the field (Bender, 1980; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). One scholar also
demonstrated when higher education administrators depart the profession, the subsequent
absences placed additional strain for those remaining on campus (Jo, 2008). As a result,
emerging professionals are the source of study but the impact of the “attrition as
problem” myth envelopes all student affairs professionals.
Race and gender identity are also key portions of the study population. Scholars
have demonstrated gender impacts the experience of student affairs professionals
(Blackhurst et al., 1998; Blackhurst, 2000; Hamrick & Carlisle, 1990; McEwen et al.,
1990; Rickard, 1985). Researchers have found similar impacts based on racial identity
(Garcia, 2016; Harris & Linder, 2018; Hubain et al., 2011). Due to these findings, race
and gender were necessary considerations in this study.
The perpetuation of the “attrition as problem” myth also deleteriously impacts
scholars studying the field. For five straight decades, researchers have tried to solve the
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issue (Artale, 2020; Marshall et al., 2016; Tull, 2006; Ward, 1995; Wood et al., 1985).
For interested academics, the continued time expenditure on resolving a possibly nonexistent problem is worrisome.
Students comprise another population possibly impacted by the “attrition as
problem” mythologizing. As student affairs professionals leave the field, students may be
left with fewer resources (Jo, 2008; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018). This
concern is particularly acute when high impact employees leave, altering student
relationships, program development, and overall productivity (Jo, 2008).
As a result of the totality of the reach of “attrition as problem” thinking described
above, this study is an important source of possible clarity for the profession of student
affairs. Scholars and practitioners believe the myth and perpetuate it. This may adversely
impact throughout the work of student affairs professionals. This study bears the potential
to reverse that thinking and its deleterious effects.
The Theoretical Framework
In order to analyze the perceptions of attrition in student affairs, I utilized
turnover contagion theory. Scholars of turnover contagion believe the choice to depart a
job is influenced by collegial relationships (Felps et al., 2009). Research groups have
tested turnover theory in different employment settings, including higher education, with
statistically significant results (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2000; Felps et al., 2009; Jo, 2008;
Morrell & Abston, 2019; Takawira et al., 2014).
Felps et al. (2009) derived turnover contagion theory from the business and
psychology concepts of employee turnover and employee engagement. Researchers have
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studied the voluntary departure from an occupational role, employee turnover, for over
100 years (Hom et al., 2017). Until 1977, investigators had not unified turnover study
into a theory (Hom et al., 2017; Mobley, 1977). Voluntary departure is the type of job
transition most aligned with the education industry, as that form of turnover is more
common than wide-scale layoffs or terminations (Grissom et al., 2015).
Academic groups also established employee engagement theory, which
influenced the thinking around turnover contagion. Engagement scholars believe
employees commit their energy to their work at variable rates (Khan, 1990). Researchers
have observed engagement can be related to turnover (Hulin et al., 1985; Mermon, et al.,
2014). Finally, scholarly groups linked departure from the workplace by meaningful
colleagues as an antecedent to subsequent departure (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2000;
Krackhardt & Porter, 1985). This evolution in thinking and research created the fertile
findings from which Felps et al. (2009) codified turnover contagion.
In this study, I inquired about perceptions of attrition in student affairs and
possible relationships between those perceptions and additional attrition from the field.
This forms a logical connection between the intertwined relationships, engagement, and
turnover vital to contagion theory. Put simply, I tested how the continuation of the
attrition myth in student affairs interacts with engagement, turnover, and additional
attrition.
Problem Statement
The problem is student affairs practitioners and faculty believe attrition from the
field is detrimental without verification of an applicable attrition rate or consideration of
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whether departure from the field is disruptive. Furthermore, turnover contagion theorists
have demonstrated a culture of turnover yields more voluntary departure (Felps et al.,
2009). Therefore, a possible additional problem is the attrition myth in student affairs
influencing more attrition from the field. Race and gender identity are known influences
on student affairs practitioners’ experience and therefore are necessary components in all
analysis (Blackhurst et al., 1998; Blackhurst, 2000; Garcia, 2016; Hamrick & Carlisle,
1990; Harris & Linder, 2018; Hubain et al., 2011; McEwen et al., 1990; Rickard, 1985).
Possible Study Contributions
In this study, I aspired to make meaningful contributions to the profession of
student affairs. Primarily, I hoped to improve morale in the field by diminishing the hold
of the “attrition as problem” myth. The first researcher in student affairs attrition took the
initial steps in this connection by posing this as a possibly self-inflicted issue (Bender,
1980). She asked “is the negative perception of student affairs just that, a perception, or is
it a reality? If it is a perception, then to what extent do the student affairs staff members
perpetuate the second class status of student affairs?” (Bender, 1980, p. 9). Over 40 years
later, I worked in this study to better answer that question and, in doing so, advocate for a
reset on the self-perception of student affairs work in higher education.
One way to meet this aim is to help practitioners in this space understand
departure as a natural part of the modern workforce. The researcher that prompted my reevaluation of this issue is Lisa Lorden, who is not of student affairs. A human resource
administrator by training, she posed this question: “are those who leave student affairs
disappointed with their experiences or simply ready to move onto something else?”
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(Lorden, 1998, p. 210). Attrition from a profession, particularly one without a
demonstrated supply issue, is natural and can even be beneficial (Blackhurst, Brandt, &
Kalinkowski, 1998; Holmes et al., 1983; Johnsrud & Rosser, 2002; Rosser & Javinar,
2003; Webb & Carpenter, 2012). By disrupting the myth of attrition, I hoped to help my
student affairs colleagues think of someone leaving an organization as the next step in
their journey. If we can think of transition as progress, not a referendum on the meaning
of our work, it might improve our support of students.
Finally, I hoped to redirect scholarly time to the many issues facing higher
education and its stakeholders. The research into solving the “attrition as problem” myth
has resulted in no coherent solutions. It may have also played a role in “the debunking of
such knowledge ‘myths’ and associated misguided practices serves to avert resources and
attention from wasteful and dangerous scholarship” (Martimianakis et al., 2020, p. 16).
The needs of our students and profession are many. I strove to ascertain more about the
attrition myth, and in doing so, redirect scholars towards issues of meaning.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to better understand how student affairs practitioners
perceive attrition from the profession. I will examine the relationship between the
perception of attrition from student affairs with individual identities, satisfaction, and
turnover ideation. In doing so, I hope to comprehend how student affairs professionals
think about attrition from the field and the impact of such thinking.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
Research Question 1
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How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align with the myth of 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within five years?
•

Hypothesis 1 – The most common response to the estimated attrition rate from
student affairs will be 50%. This was measured by the likelihood that one
percentage out of 100 would show up as frequently as the mode response by
chance alone.

•

Hypothesis 2 – The mean response to perceived attrition rate will not equal 50%.

•

Hypothesis 3 – The most common response to the estimated career length in
student affairs will be five years. This was measured by the likelihood that one
year out of the 50 year range of participant estimates would show up as frequently
as the mode response by chance alone.

•

Hypothesis 4 – The mean response to perceived student affairs career length will
be greater than 5 years.

•

Hypothesis 5 – A negative correlation exists between perceived attrition rate and
perceived length of student affairs career.

Research Question 2
What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition from student affairs and the
racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction, and turnover ideation of professionals
in that field?
•

Hypothesis 1 – There is an association between racial and gender identities and
their intersections with perceptions of attrition from student affairs after
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.
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•

Hypothesis 2 – Student affairs professionals who estimate high attrition from the
profession will also report lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation
after controlling for race and gender.

•

Hypothesis 3 - There is an association between racial and gender identities and
their intersections with perceptions of career length from student affairs after
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.

•

Hypothesis 4 - Student affairs professionals who estimate low career lengths in
the profession will also report lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation
after controlling for race and gender.

Research Design
Population and Sample
Evaluating a whole population is often challenging for researchers. (Sharma,
2017). This is particularly true for large, unregulated populations, like higher education
student affairs practitioners. Due to self-identification and the lack of licensure, there is
no directory of student affairs staff from which to draw a random sample.
As a result of the decentralized population, I opted for a sampling process to
selectively represent the population through a representative group (Etikan, 2015). I
chose typical case sampling, a non-probability technique. In typical case sampling,
researchers select respondents based on their likely ability to represent the broader
population (Etikan, 2015). I then conducted a census survey of the typical case sample.
To optimally answer the research questions, I restricted the study to emerging
student affairs professionals. As the mythology of “attrition as problem” centers around
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early career departure, I chose to limit responses to those who had 10 years or less
experience in the profession (Artale, 2019; Davis & Cooper, 2017; Dinise-Halter, 2017;
Holmes et al., 1983; Marshall et al., 2016; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). In order to access a
sample of said professionals, I partnered with NASPA, the largest professional
association in the field, on survey distribution. That organization is a strategic partner in
this research and is likely one of the most representative bodies of student affairs
professionals (Artale, 2020; Tull, 2006). As a result, the typical case sample is composed
of graduate assistants, new professionals, and mid-managers who held NASPA
membership in January 2021.
Method
To properly evaluate these questions, I conducted survey methods research.
Centered in this instrumentation are adapted scales from Holmes et al. (1983) and Bakker
and Schaufeli (2000). The use of Holmes’ et al. (1983) provided a useful comparison as a
likely foundational study in the development of the student affairs attrition myth. The
scale from Bakker and Schaufeli (2000) offered a reliable source for understanding
turnover ideation.
In this analysis, the response variables are the perceived attrition rate from student
affairs and the perceived career length in the profession. Both of these variables are
quantitative. The categorical explanatory variables will be racial and gender identity. The
quantitative explanatory variables will come from the job satisfaction and turnover
ideation scales. To convert these scales, I calculated the responses as sum scores. Bakker
and Schaufeli (2000) also used this technique to quantify and measure their instrument.
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I reported sample summary statistics for mean, median, and mode as a starting
point for analysis of Hypotheses 1-4 of Research Question 1. Subsequently, I evaluated
the data using the four pillars of statistical inference (Tintle et al., 2016). I also tested the
mode response through one proportion z tests. I then conducted a simple regression to
test Hypotheses 5 of Research Question 1. These techniques evaluated Research Question
1 for practical importance and the relationship between the response variables.
For Research Question 2, I built two multiple regression models. This was done to
explore the variability in the response variables in terms of the explanatory variables. It
also accounted for the interaction terms (Cannon et al., 2019). In doing so, I tested for the
relationship between the quantitative response variables and the categorical and
quantitative indicators.
Data Collection
I began the collection process by confirming a partnership with NASPA for
survey distribution assistance in September 2020. I then gained IRB approval with an
exempt review on Category 2 on November 23, 2020. Following this, I built the survey
for distribution in the evaluative tool Qualtrics. I then distributed the survey starting on
January 23, 2021. I closed the survey on February 22, 2021.
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
Assumptions
In conducting this study, I assumed turnover contagion theory applies to student
affairs. While no scholars have directly made this application, I argue the related findings
are adequate. Jo (2008) investigated voluntary turnover among women higher education
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administrators. Takawira et al. (2014) studied the impact of relationships on employee
turnover and engagement in a higher education institution. Bakker and Schaufeli (2000)
tested burnout contagion among teachers. I reasoned these adjacent applications
triangulate to the logical use of turnover contagion theory in student affairs
professionals.
Limitations
I approached this study with a full acknowledgement of my privileged identities
as a student affairs professional. I identify as a white, cisgender, currently able,
heterosexual man. During the research process, I was also approaching my tenth year as a
student affairs professional. I am limited by these identities, and they bias my research,
design, analysis, and conclusions. Concerns around attrition from the field may be less
acute as finding community is statistically more probable for me (Turrentine & Conley,
2001). I am passing out of the emerging professional part of my career; thus, I view the
needs and worries of adjusting to the field with less recent knowledge and urgency. I
acknowledge these limitations reflexively and considered their impact throughout the
research process.
Delimitations
Attrition as non-problematic
As referenced in the introduction, the primary delimitation in this study is my
view of attrition as non-problematic for student affairs. Scholars understand attrition as
problematic in professions when there is an imbalance between the number of available
jobs and the number of qualified job seekers. In basic economic terms, supply does not
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equal demand. (Garcia & Weiss, 2019; Grissom et al., 2015). This shortage of staffing
leads to acute monetary loss or a critical service not being delivered (Snavely, 2016).
To illustrate the concrete ways supply issues manifest themselves in an industry, I
offer a comparison to other helping industries. In financial terms, one research group
found school systems spent nearly $5 billion annually due to teaching turnover and labor
supply issues (Zhang & Zeller, 2016). Nursing turnover has also been shown to delay
delivering essential services. This has incalculable human loss and costs each individual
hospital approximately $5 million annually (Snavely, 2016).
To demonstrate the impact of how attrition can impact service delivery issues, I
begin with nursing. Labor supply shortages in nursing have been shown to produce
systemic adverse health outcomes. These outcomes include notably drastic increases in
readmission, infection, and pneumonia rates (Snavely, 2016). In another helping
profession, researchers have shown issues with staff turnover in social work affected
permanency in foster care (Flower et al., 2005). In the P-12 sector, the growing teacher
shortage has been shown to accelerate inequity in the education system as it
disproportionately affects high poverty schools (Garcia & Weiss, 2019).
I distinguish these catastrophic outcomes from other helping industries as a point
of comparison with past justifications for the “attrition as problem” myth. I have found
no clear documentation of financial impact from student affairs turnover. Additionally, I
have detected only limited documentation of service loss.
Furthermore, I sought to understand if attrition from student affairs might be have
some positive impacts for organizations and students. Two research groups observed
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length of tenure at an institution to be inversely related to morale (Blackhurst et al., 1998;
Rosser & Javinar, 2003). Put another way, we have some indication time at an institution
decreases enthusiasm. Even the foundational study for the myth of attrition lauded “the
benefits of a regular influx of enthusiastic young men and women to difficult, timedemanding work” (Holmes et al., 1983, p. 442).
Finally, I hope to further understand if the supply of qualified student affairs
professionals likely equals and perhaps exceeds demand. For there to be an issue with
attrition from a profession, supply must fall short of demand (Grissom et al., 2015). In
nursing, teaching, and social work, for instance, the number of qualified applicants is far
short of what society needs (Flower et al., 2005; Garcia & Weiss, 2019; Snavely, 2016).
In student affairs, it is common to have 100+ applicants for one job with qualified
candidates slogging through extended job searches. Of the attrition solving studies, one
coherent result is the lack of advancement opportunities drives people from the field
(Blackhurst, 2000; Buchanan & Shupp, 2016; Lorden, 1998; Marshall et al., 2016;
Mullen et al., 2018). As a result, those remaining in the profession likely benefit from the
natural turnover through less competitive job search and advancement prospects.
Other delimitations
Another delimitation is my decision to build this study around graduate students,
new professionals, and mid-managers. I defined these emerging professionals as those
with 10 years or less experience. I justified this choice because the mythology of attrition
in student affairs floats around this population (Artale, 2019; Davis & Cooper, 2017;
Dinise-Halter, 2017; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). However, this is a delimitation. There are
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some indications age is correlated with adverse experience in the field. One scholar found
older women report higher levels of sex discrimination (Blackhurst, 2000). Another
research group found ageism to be as impactful as racism in the experience of student
affairs professionals (Rosser & Javinar, 2003).
I also recognize my epistemological lens as a delimitation in this study. I
undertake this endeavor as a critical theorist. I believe truth is multiple and also recognize
the inescapable grip of power in this process (Sipe & Constable, 1996). The
marginalizing forces of our society bleed into student affairs. As a result, issues of race,
gender, socio-economic status, etc. profoundly influence my approach to research.
In conducting this study, I also opted for a typical case sampling process. This
means I operated as if NASPA’s membership list provides a representative sample of the
profession. Turrentine and Conley (2001) studied the racial and gender breakdown of the
profession and established a baseline for reliable comparison. I will need to evaluate
survey response rates to confirm alignment while considering the changing nature of the
profession in the 20 years since publication.
Finally, I delimited this research via the unknowable impact of possibly altering
the “attrition as problem” myth. One scholarly group contextualized this delimitation:
“our analysis makes evident that myth busting disrupts, renegotiates and reconstitutes
socio-epistemic relationships rather than simply correcting falsehoods” (Martimianakis et
al., 2020, p. 15). In the research process, I could not guarantee the outcome of
demythologizing attrition in student affairs. This was a delimitation to my research
efforts.
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Summary
In chapter one, I introduced the terminology of attrition and mythology, and how
they intersect in the profession of student affairs. Specifically, I named the myth that 50%
of student affairs professionals leave the field within five years (Artale, 2019; Davis &
Cooper, 2017; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). I established possible
consequences from this mythology. I also distinguished this study as distinct from other
efforts that either attempt to identity the nature of attrition or resolve it (Bender, 1980;
Berwick, 1992; Blackhurst, 2000; Buchanan & Schupp, 2016; Burns, 1982; DiniseHalter, 2017; Holmes et al., 1983; Jo, 2008; Lawling et al., 1982; Lorden, 1998; Marshall
et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Rosser & Javinar, 2003;
Silver & Jakeman, 2014; Tull, 2006; Ward, 1995; Wood et al., 1985). I flipped the lens of
investigation by viewing attrition as benign for student affairs as a profession through the
application of turnover contagion theory (Felps et al., 2009).
I engaged in this research in order to better comprehend how practitioners of
student affairs perceive attrition from the field. Using survey methods research, I then
investigated the relationship between this perception of attrition and the identities,
satisfaction, and turnover ideation of student affairs professionals. In this analysis, I
strove to demythologize attrition as a problem for student affairs and therefore improve
morale.
Next Steps
In the upcoming chapter, I reviewed the literature of turnover contagion theory
and student affairs attrition. I looked in depth at how the mythology of “attrition as
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problem” developed over the past four decades. I aimed to pay particular attention to the
variables in question, specifically race and gender. I explored the ways in which the
attrition myth might itself cause problems for student affairs as a profession. To
conclude, I analyzed previous methodological approaches to student affairs attrition
research.
In chapter three, I outlined my methodology, design, and approach to analysis. In
chapter four, I analyzed the survey data and provide visualizations of the outcomes. For
chapter five, I interpreted the results and contextualize it with the established research
base.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
In this literature review, I examined the state of knowledge as it relates to the
mythology of student affairs attrition. I presented the evolution of turnover contagion
theory and its antecedents employee turnover and employee engagement. I paid particular
attention to Felps et al. (2009) and its merging of decades of theorizing into a distinct
concept. I then connected turnover contagion to the field of student affairs.
Once situated in student affairs, I looked at how the “attrition as problem” myth
progressed into the knowledge base of practice and scholarship. I traced the myth from
studies in the 1980s through the spate of solving scholarship in the 2000s. I also
discussed the counterpoints to the student affairs attrition myth provided by scholars
throughout the years.
Within student affairs, I discussed the knowledge base of how identity might
relate to “attrition as problem” thinking. Of particular interest were race and gender. In
conducting this review, I weighed the need for demographic consideration of “attrition as
problem” mythologizing.
I then provided possible sources of unreliability in the student affairs myth. I next
documented how “attrition as problem” thinking might be problematic for the field of
student affairs. In this, I identified possible oversights in the literature and propose how
this study offers steps towards correction.
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Finally, I reviewed previous methodologies in student affairs attrition studies. I
demonstrated how the methods and instrumentation changed. I then situated my
methodological choices within this lineage.
As another representation of the organization of this literature review, I provide
the following questions:
•

What influenced turnover contagion theory?

•

How does turnover contagion theory connect to attrition in student affairs?

•

How did the “attrition as problem” mythology evolve?

•

How might identities and experiences magnify the problematic mythology of
attrition in student affairs?

•

How might the mythology itself be potentially problematic?

•

What methods did scholars use to develop our knowledge of student affairs
attrition?
Turnover Contagion Lineage and Connections to Student Affairs Attrition
Turnover contagion theory posits the choice to voluntarily depart a position is

influenced by colleagues (Felps et al., 2009). The foundational researchers identify their
theory as such: “when an employee’s coworker engages in behaviors antecedent to
leaving a job, these activities sometimes spill over onto others in such a way that the
affected others are more likely to leave” (Felps et al., 2009, p. 546). The contagion in the
theory relates to the interpersonal spread of departure in organizations.
Antecedents to Turnover Contagion Theory
Employee Turnover Theory
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Felps et al. (2009) built this understanding of turnover contagion theory from over
100 years of employee turnover research (Hom et al., 2017). Employee turnover is
understood as the movement of people around the labor market (Abassi & Hollman,
2000). When studying the theory of employee turnover, researchers are specifically
investigating employees’ voluntary departure from their jobs. This is distinct from
terminations or wide-scale layoffs (Hom et al., 2017). Though scholars conducted studies
on turnover for nearly half a century before, Mobley (1977) consolidated previous
research into a formal theory about how and why employees choose to voluntarily sever
their employment (Hom et al., 2017).
In education, voluntary turnover is more common than all forms of non-voluntary
staffing actions (Grissom et al., 2015). As a result, turnover theory has the potential for
meaningful application in an education sub-field such as student affairs. Employee
turnover derived theories, such as turnover contagion, may also possess the same
potential.
Employee Engagement Theory
While academics in the fields of business and psychology developed employee
turnover theory, other scholars in those disciplines were advancing a related concept,
employee engagement. An engaged employee is one that is fully-invested, exchanging
their commitment for resources that represent caring (Cooper-Thomas et al., 2018).
Engagement theorists posited people give of themselves to varying degrees in the work
setting (Khan, 1990). Engagement is then considered a spectrum onto which employees
fall at different points of their tenure.
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The Connection from Turnover and Engagement to Contagion
Hulin et al. (1985) bridged engagement and turnover understanding by identifying
turnover as a possible outlet for unengaged employees. Another research group later
determined high levels of engagement are related in the aggregate to a decrease in
turnover intentions (Mermon et al., 2014). Engagement and turnover theorization
progressed even further when Price and Mueller (1981) made a vital contribution to the
evolution of employee contagion theory. Those scholars first recognized the impact of
relationships in the turnover process.
Krackhardt and Porter (1985) extended this understanding by documenting how
quitting happens in clusters. Using Heider’s (1958) theory of relationships as a triangle
where each interpersonal connection is defined by itself and mutual connections to a
shared point of interest, Krackhardt and Porter (1985) detected a “snowball effect” (p.
249). Subsequently, the scholars posited employees may be more likely to depart a job if
someone close to them in the workplace has recently left as well.
Bakker and Schaufeli (2000) also added a foundational piece of turnover
contagion. They investigated contagion through the lens of burnout among teachers in the
Netherlands. They found the burnout of colleagues to be the strongest relationship in the
study to reported burnout in participants. The researchers also discovered the closer the
association with a colleague, the more likely the burnout would spread. Bakker and
Schaufeli (2000) detected negative emotionality to be particularly contagious, which
forms a combustible foundation for turnover and attrition.
Codification of Turnover Contagion Theory
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Felps et al. (2009) then codified and tested turnover contagion theory. They
conceptualized relationships as interdependent with engagement and turnover. They
made this connection using the established psychological notions of social comparison
theory and emotional contagion.
Theorists of social comparison believe that in uncertain environments, people rely
on others to define their reality (Degoey, 2000). This is also supported by the related idea
of emotional contagion. This theorization holds people regularly use the moods and
feelings of others to gauge appropriate responses and even construct reality (Barsade,
2002; Rossignac-Milon & Higgins, 2018). For Felps et al. (2009), this meant in the
ambiguity of job perceptions, employees look to their colleagues to decide if an
employment transition is advisable.
Felps et al. (2009) initially tested their theory in a hospitality environment. The
research group then replicated the study in banking. In both settings, contagion factors
were associated with people voluntarily leaving positions. Recently, Takawira et al.
(2014) provided additional support for turnover contagion. They observed relationships
in a higher education institution to be related to turnover.
Connection to Student Affairs Attrition Myth
In this study, I center perceptions of attrition as the key variable. Accordingly, it
is necessary to link contagion theory to perceptions. Krackhardt and Porter (1985) argued
perceptions of turnover within an organization influence turnover as much as colleagues
actually departing. In another study, Kline and Hsieh (2007) found negative comparative
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salary perceptions to facilitate turnover. These findings provide an indication of a
relationship between perceptions of turnover and turnover itself.
In addition to this key connection, scholars have studied turnover in applicable,
related settings. Jo (2008) conducted a study on employee turnover among women
administrators in higher education. Jo (2008) identified turnover as causing decreased
morale for those remaining and, therefore, a possible antecedent to additional turnover.
Without using the exact terminology of employee contagion theory, this aligns with the
definition and findings of Felps et al. (2009).
Bakker and Schaufeli (2000) also observed contagion and found it to be
particularly prevalent in human-services professions. They theorized this is the result of
the empathy required by these professions. They drew their observation from a sample of
teachers. Student affairs is a human service industry as well, making practitioners
possibly susceptible to turnover contagion.
As a result of these findings, I explore if perceptions of attrition in student affairs
influence further attrition. This fits with turnover contagion, as it mirrors the
interdependence of relationships, engagement, and turnover central in the theorization of
Felps et al. (2009). If the myth of student affairs attrition alters the engagement or
turnover ideation of one staff member, then employee turnover and engagement theory
hold an increased likelihood of voluntary departure for that person. If that departure
actually occurs, then employee contagion theory situates additional turnover as more
likely. Namely, the perpetuation of the “attrition as problem” myth in student affairs
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might decrease engagement and increase turnover ideation, affecting individual turnover,
thereby prompting more turnover.
Evolution of “Attrition as Problem” Myth
Attrition Establishment in the 1980s
In the 1970s, Herbert Freudenberger and later Christina Maslach began applying
the idea of burnout to professional fields (Stewart & Serwint, 2019). Originally used to
describe the effects of drug addiction, Freudenberger transferred to the concept to other
work. Burnout in the professional sense was working passionately to the point of
seemingly unrecoverable exhaustion (Stewart & Serwing, 2019). Shortly after
Freudenberger named burnout as a professional hazard, the notion spread rapidly
(Lepore, 2021). Historian Jill Lepore summarized this movement: “by the nineteeneighties, everyone was burned out” (Lepore, 2021).
In this context, Bender (1980) made the first application of burnout-related study
in student affairs. She initiated the study of student affairs attrition through a widely-cited
investigation of job satisfaction. She narrowed the satisfaction inquiry to student affairs
professionals after Solomon and Tierney (1977) engaged in a wider look at satisfaction
among all college administrators. Bender (1980) found 66% of respondents expressed job
satisfaction. She also discovered 36% of respondents indicated they plan to do student
affairs work for their entire career. Bender (1980) represented this as attrition, but the
possible departure from a field is not the action itself (Evans, 1988).
Burns (1982) then surveyed graduates of two unnamed higher education
institutions on the East Coast of the United States. Respondents returned a total of 182
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surveys of whom 61% were still working in student affairs. By not controlling for years
in the profession, this composes an overall attrition rate but does not validate the myth of
early career departure. A later research group noted this rate “has limited usefulness,
because it does not indicate the level of retention at different points in time” (Holmes et
al., 1983, p. 439).
Subsequently, Holmes et al. (1983) investigated more precisely the actual attrition
from the field of student affairs. With a sample of 131 respondents drawn from the
graduating classes of 1971-1981 at one university, Holmes et al. (1983) found 66% of
respondents continued to be employed as student affairs professionals. Vitally for the
development of the myth of attrition in student affairs, the researchers also determined 25
of the 41 respondents with more than five years of experience to no longer be in the field.
This finding is the most likely source of the 50% of practitioners leave student affairs
within five years statistic. It is the only study to establish a five year attrition rate.
Shortly thereafter, Wood et al. (1985) conducted a study best categorized as an
attrition solving study. They looked specifically at whether a professional development
model might professionalize the field and reduce permanent turnover. However, they also
inquired about attrition and found 68% of respondents were still working in student
affairs.
In 1983, Richmond and Sherman (1991) initiated a longitudinal research project
looking into career placement intentions for student affairs graduate students. They found
higher intentions to work in student affairs rates with later cohorts. The researchers also
observed an overall 78% satisfaction rate. One year after graduation, approximately 20%
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of the sample were no longer working in student affairs. This represented the final study
in the attrition-establishing era.
Attrition Solving Studies
The earlier generation of scholars attempted to ascertain the scale and scope of
attrition from student affairs. The next set of researchers believed the reliability and
generalizability of their predecessors. As evidence of this belief, the new generation
devoted time and resources to determine how to solve the problem of attrition from
student affairs.
Lawling et al. (1982) became the first study to center its inquiry around solving
the issue of attrition. The research group determined limited advancement options drive
employees out of student affairs. They also posited attrition to be equally distributed
throughout the levels of experience in the profession.
Wood et al. (1985) then researched the possible solution of professional
development models. Unsurprisingly, they found issues in this area. As a result, they
suggested more intentional professional development would assist with attrition. This
group also found professionals in student affairs who were unable to move to different
locations were more likely to leave the field (Wood et al., 1985).
After those findings in the 1980s, attrition solving attempts slowed for the next 20
years. During this time, Berwick (1992) noted a correlation between job satisfaction and
decreased burnout. Ward (1995) later found role ambiguity to contribute to attrition.
Lorden (1998) also suggested increased student interaction and advancement
opportunities as possible solutions. Rosser and Javinar (2003) then looked specifically at
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the intentions to leave and morale around mid-managers in student affairs. They found
length of tenure and salary to be inversely related to morale. The scholars discovered
salary to be positively correlated with retention. However, given the lower morale, it is
unclear if this retention is positive for organizations and students.
Then, Dr. Ashley Tull (2006) published his dissertation findings. He found
positive outcomes through the application of synergistic supervision to reduce attrition.
Following that attrition solving article, a flurry of research groups offered new solutions
to the alleged problem in student affairs. Renn and Jessup-Anger (2008) found new
professionals to lack essential skills such as budgeting, supervision, assessment, and
political navigation. Silver and Jakeman (2014) looked at the differences between
graduate students that intended to place into student affairs and those that did not. They
found five themes among those who were departing student affairs, including the
perceived inferior position of student affairs in the academy and financial concerns.
Buchanan and Shupp (2016) discovered the lack of professional development, inadequate
supervision and mentorship, and discomfort with higher education politics as risk factors
for attrition. Marshall et al. (2016) noted work/life imbalance and lack of advancement
opportunities as causes for departure. Dinise-Halter (2017) found seven types of
challenge and support necessary for sustained employment in student affairs. Mullen et
al. (2018) found a relationship between job burnout and turnover intention. Artale (2020)
noted a relationship between work-life balance, satisfaction, and turnover.
In practitioner and scholarly terms, this series of results lacks coherence. As a
supervisor of emerging professionals, I struggled to discern an empirically-suggested
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path forward to retain staff. This may result from the possibly unreliable “attrition as
problem” thinking in student affairs. If a problem does not actually exist, it would be
difficult to coherently solve. The scholars in the next section offered warnings about the
foundational instability of attrition solving.
“Attrition As Problem” Counterpoints
Shortly after the attrition establishment movement in the 1980s, Dr. Nancy Evans
(1988) conducted a literature review of the findings. She acknowledged possible
consequences for the field from attrition. She also offered lack of advancement
opportunities as the most common reason for departure.
However, she was clear in her assessment of the reliability of the findings to that
point: “the research I reviewed has some serious limitations that make drawing
conclusions difficult” (Evans, 1988, p. 23). Since Evans (1988) provided that assessment,
no one has attempted to verify if attrition is actually a problem for student affairs. During
that time, at least twelve research groups have tried to solve a possibly non-existent
problem (Artale, 2020; Berwick, 1992; Buchanan & Schupp; 2016; Dinise-Halter, 2017;
Frank, 2013; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008;
Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Silver & Jakeman, 2014; Tull, 2006; Ward, 1995).
In an essay with similar conclusions to Evans (1988), Lisa Lorden (1998) also
expressed skepticism about the focus on solving attrition from student affairs. Lorden
(1998) opened a new vein of inquiry on the topic by questioning the assumed problem of
attrition. Lorden (1998) asked “are those who leave student affairs disappointed with
their experiences or simply ready to move onto to something else?” (p. 210).
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Despite this novel “attrition as problem” agnosticism and the lack of scholarly
findings in her work, many scholars cited Lorden (1998) as the source of a documented
attrition rate (Frank, 2013; Marshall et al., 2016; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Silver &
Jakeman, 2014). This runs contrary to Lorden’s (1998) actual perspective and
misrepresents her essay as empirical evidence. This also hints at the possibly shaky
foundation of attrition solving efforts.
Taub and McEwen (2006) provided another counter example to the myth of
attrition from student affairs. In this study, Taub and McEwen (2006) investigated the
decision of students enrolled in graduate programs for student affairs to enter the
profession. One finding from their sample of over 300 graduate students was a significant
majority intended to be in student affairs for over 10 years. While this is not conclusive in
terms of an attrition rate, it is a more modern finding contrary to the myth of student
affairs attrition. Despite this indicator, several research efforts continued afterwards to
solve the problem of attrition in student affairs (Artale, 2020; Buchanan & Shupp, 2016;
Dinise-Halter, 2014; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Silver & Jakeman, 2014).
In addition to Evans (1988), Lorden (1998), and Taub and McEwen’s (2006)
more concentrated counterpoints on the reliability of the myth, some attrition solving
scholars also noted gaps in the logic of the mythology. In a publication now over 20 years
old, Blackhurst (2000) compromised the applicability of the findings of Bender (1980),
Burns (1982) and Holmes et al. (1983) due to their inability to reflect the current
profession. It is reasonable to question how compromised those findings are now with
circa 40 years of distance.
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Buchanan and Shupp (2016) later echoed Evans’ (1988) conclusion of nongeneralizable findings. They stated, “to date, research in student affairs personnel attrition
is scant and has been limited to assumptions based on job satisfaction theory” (p. 107).
As a result of these counterpoints, skepticism around the reliability of the “attrition as
problem” thinking extends to a coalition of interested scholars.
“Attrition as Problem” Evolution Summary
Scholars began the investigation into attrition from student affairs by
documenting the problem itself. As noted by Evans (1988), the conclusions from this era
may lack reliability due to study focus and sampling limitations. Researchers then shifted
focus from understanding the extent of departure to solving that problem. Lorden (1998)
questioned this focus with a query into the assumption of “attrition as problem” thinking.
Her doubt may have gone overlooked, as she is often cited as a source of the student
affairs attrition myth. Recent publications and communications may also indicate a lack
of consideration of Lorden’s (1998) skepticism. This is evidenced by attrition solving
continuing as an active source of scholarly and practitioner inquiry (Artale, 2019; Artale,
2020; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Miller, 2021; Mullen et al., 2018).
Identity Influences on “Attrition as Problem” Thinking
Scholars have found the experience of student affairs professionals varies based
on racial identity (Davis & Cooper, 2017; Garcia, 2016; Harris & Linder, 2018; Hubain
et al., 2011; Husband, 2016; Oxendine et al., 2018; Reason et al., 2002; West, 2015).
Researchers also found this experience to vary based on gender (Berwick, 1992;
Blackhurst, 2000; Davis & Cooper, 2017; Jo, 2008; Reason et al., 2002). Due to these
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findings, it is important to investigate how these identities might relate to the “attrition as
problem” mythology in student affairs. If the general experience is different due to race
and gender, then the impact of the attrition myth may also diverge. In order to ground this
investigation, we must understand the previous research on the impact of these identities
in student affairs professionals.
While the findings referenced above are meaningful, I remain surprised by the
limited amount of inquiry into the racialized and gendered experiences of student affairs
professionals. In general, student affairs scholarship directs more time to student research
and less to the study of the actual profession. This is summarized in a racial context by
Garcia (2016), “unfortunately, research largely neglects student affairs staff members’
experiences with the campus racial climate, despite their importance on campus” (p. 20).
Racial Influences
Racial identity has been shown to influence the way student affairs professionals
experience campus and their work (Garcia, 2016). Compositionally, this is vital to
understand. Scholars have repeatedly found student affairs to be a majority white field of
employment (Harris & Linder, 2018; Taub & McEwen, 2006; Turrentine & Conley,
2001).
One racial influence on student affairs professionals is salary. Due to inequitable
representation at the highest levels of student affairs, race was negatively related to salary
(Reason et al., 2002). This is both concerning and evidence of a differential experience
due to racial identity.
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Another influence is the microclimate in which student affairs practitioners work.
In addition to campus culture, the diversity of practitioners’ department impacts
perceptions and feelings on racial climate (Garcia, 2016; Mayhew et al., 2006). Through
a study located at a Hispanic Serving Institute, Garcia (2016) found the department’s
racial culture to impact participants’ feelings on the broader campus climate.
An additional racial influence on student affairs experience is how research
decisions may exclude groups. For instance, the existing literature likely has not
considered the experience of Native American student affairs practitioners (Oxendine et
al., 2018). Native American practitioners are significantly more likely to enter the field
without attending a graduate preparation program (Oxendine et al., 2018). As a result,
any inquiry centered on graduate students excludes many Native American student affairs
professionals. This is doubly problematic for the experience of Native American student
affairs professionals, as senior administrators in the field viewed practitioners with
graduate degrees as more desirable candidates (Ardoin et al., 2019).
When scholars look at the intersection of race and gender, additional distinctions
in racial experiences emerge. Notably, Blackhurst (2000) found the lowest rates of
intention to stay in the profession among Latinas and Black women. West (2015) also
discovered cultural taxation, campus isolation, and geographic isolation as marginalizing
forces for Black women in student affairs.
In the graduate programs that produce a large portion of student affairs
professionals, research has further shown the experience to be distinct due to race. Harris
and Linder (2018) found students of color in graduate programs to be isolated,
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stereotyped, invalidated, and culturally taxed within their broader cohorts. A prior
investigation of the same data also found pervasive racism within student affairs graduate
programs (Hubain et al., 2011).
In other places around college campuses, scholars have also documented the
distinct racial experience of higher education professionals. One research group identified
turnover was higher for faculty of color. (Piercy, et al., 2005). Racial weariness may also
lead to burnout for other Black higher education staff (Husband, 2016).
As a result of this evidence, the relationship between perceived attrition from
student affairs and racial identity was a key area of exploration for this study. Research
has demonstrated perceptions relate to racialized experiences (Garcia 2016; Mayhew et
al., 2006). It was critical to consider this variable on the implications of the “attrition as
problem” mythology.
Gender Influences
Researchers have also devoted time to ascertain gender identity as a distinct
feature in the experience of student affairs practitioners. At a base level, it is relevant to
note student affairs has a gender imbalance in the profession. Taub and McEwen (2006)
conducted a random sample for their study with 75% of participants identifying as
women. Wiese and Cawthon (2009) also had a clear majority of participants identifying
as women, in their case 73.7%. The participants in Marshall et al. (2016) skewed even
more heavily towards women-identifying with a rate of 79.7%.
Despite the field being predominantly occupied by women, adverse patriarchal
outcomes are still endemic to student affairs. In a study on the career satisfaction and
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discrimination of women in student affairs, Blackhurst (2000) found respondents
perceived moderate to high levels of sex discrimination. In a different study, women also
expressed less satisfaction with the profession (Richmond & Sherman, 1991). Berwick
(1992) also discovered more acute impacts of stress in women student affairs
practitioners due to expectations outside of work.
Attrition from the profession also appeared to be higher for women (Blackhurst,
2000). Stimpson and Filer (2011) discovered inequities in terms of childbirth and raising
children to be a possible contributor to higher attrition. Many research groups have found
institution-controlled parental leave and childcare policies as attainable ways to
ameliorate this issue (Agrawal et al., 2020; Dixon et al., 2019; Han et al., 2009).
Due to this persuasive scholarship, the relationship among gender identity and
perceived student affairs attrition formed a source of inquiry for this study. Needs vary
based on gender, which one researcher identified as directly influencing employee
turnover (Jo, 2008). It was critical to understand how this identity might influence
perceptions of attrition from student affairs and perhaps subsequent turnover.
Potential Implication of the “Attrition as Problem” Myth
To this point, I examined how the myth of attrition in student affairs evolved and
potential identity influences. Another part of this investigation was to better understand
how the mythology might itself relate to attrition from student affairs. In the coming
sections, I discussed the current status of an actual attrition rate from student affairs. I
also reviewed the practitioner and scholar belief in the “attrition as problem” myth. Then,
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I offered the ways in which the myth of student affairs attrition might influence more
attrition from the field.
Attrition Rate Validity Concerns
In order to understand possible impacts of the myth of student affairs attrition, it
is vital to understand the contemporary state of a documented attrition rate from student
affairs. The most recent study which documented an attrition from student affairs used
the graduating class of 1982 as their sample (Richmond & Sherman, 1991). The study
which established the five year tenant of the mythology sampled from the graduating
classes of 1971-1979 at one university (Holmes et al., 1983).
This poses a problem as the composition of student affairs is markedly different
now than during the late 1970s and early 1980s. As evidence of the significant changes in
the profession during this time, I offered the subsequent evidence of completely inverted
gender composition. Van Alstyne et al. (1977) and Tinsley (1986) found 18 and 20% of
student affairs professionals were women. Marshall et al. (2016) found 79.7% of student
affairs professionals were women. This is consistent with other more recent gender
breakdowns (Taub & McEwen, 2006; Wiese & Cawthon, 2009). As noted earlier, gender
has been shown to impact the experience in this field (Berwick, 1992; Blackhurst, 2000;
Richmond & Sherman, 1991). As a result of the age of these studies and change in the
field during this period, the current understanding of an attrition rate from student affairs
warranted further discussion.
Most of the studies which claimed to document an attrition rate from student
affairs occurred in the 1980s (Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Holmes et al., 1983; Richmond
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& Sherman, 1991; Wood et al., 1985). Bender (1980) found 64% of respondents
indicated they did not intend to stay in student affairs for their entire career. Burns (1982)
discovered 61% of study participants still working in student affairs. Holmes et al. (1983)
observed 66% of respondents remained employed in student affairs. Another study
resulted in a critical impact for the temporal bounds of the student affairs attrition myth.
When looking at professionals with more than five years of service, Holmes et al. (1983)
found only 39% of respondents indicated still working in student affairs. Wood et al.
(1985) discovered 68% of respondents employed at that time in the field. Richmond and
Sherman (1991) subsequently observed approximately 20% of respondents were not
working student affairs a year after completing their graduate program.
Even at the time, the rates were divergent and challenging from which to
conclude. Different research design choices proved part of the challenge. Bender (1980)
did not trace actual departure from the field but looked at intentions. Blackhurst (2000)
and Taub and McEwen (2006) later mirrored this inquiry with slightly different results.
Wood et al. (1985) and Burns (1982) documented the contemporaneous employment rate
for their sample. On the other hand, Holmes et al. (1983) investigated variance in attrition
rate based on number of years of student affairs employment. Richmond and Sherman
(1991) provided even more variability by conducting a longitudinal study with their
sample. Despite all being generally about attrition, these studies were not carbon copies.
Accordingly, comparing their findings directly was complex and problematic.
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Additionally, the actual findings from these studies varied considerably. Reported
attrition rates ranged from 20 to 61% with many findings in between. Depending on the
study you read, you can still perceive attrition in different terms.
As a result, making conclusions about an attrition rate from student affairs was
challenging during the 1980s, a season of great interest in the topic. Depending on
preferred research design and pre-existing bias on the topic, you can draw very different
conclusions about the extent of attrition from the field. This was true in the 1980s and
even more hazy four decades later. Since the publication of Richmond and Sherman
(1991), no study has documented an attrition rate from student affairs. Subsequently, the
knowledge of an attrition rate is summarily dated.
Scholarly Recognition of Attrition Rate Concerns
Scholars have also noted concerns about the reliability of an attrition rate from
student affairs. In her review of attrition literature, Dr. Nancy Evans concluded:
“Published studies have mainly been cross-sectional in nature and asked
individuals about their perceptions, their intentions, and their level of satisfaction.
Although this information is valuable, we need to know more about their actual
behavior” (1988, p. 23).
Evans (1988) issued this critique during a time when the findings were contemporary.
Blackhurst (2000) later noted the corrosive influence of time in relying on findings Evans
(1988) already deemed lacking. Buchanan and Shupp (2016) later harkened back to
Evans’ (1988) conclusion of an over-reliance on job satisfaction as stand-in for actual
attrition.
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These findings over the years further complicated the reliability of an attrition rate
from student affairs. The lack of understanding of an actual rate of departure from the
field may be a contributing factor to student affairs attrition mythologizing. As a result,
studies based on assuming attrition is a problem may need further investigation for
reliability themselves.
Belief in the Student Affairs Community in the “Attrition as Problem” Myth
To consider other possible impacts of the myth of attrition, I investigated below
the belief in the myth in student affairs practitioners and researchers. This was important
to understand in the context of this study, due to the nature of mythology. A myth
expands beyond positivist ideas of concrete right and wrong into notions of perceptions,
visions of reality, and lived experience (Martimianakis et al., 2018). A myth contains
“ideas and beliefs that we inherit as part of our shared intellectual culture” (Loughlin et
al., 2012, p. 135). If student affairs professionals and researchers believed in the myth of
attrition, then the consequences of that belief might have been meaningful as well.
Practitioner Belief
As a student affairs practitioner, I observed numerous recent instances of the
belief of my colleagues in the “attrition as problem” myth. In July 2019, ACPA
distributed a call for programs with a participation justification centered on the
prevalence of attrition in student affairs (Artale, 2019). In a recent conversation with a
staff member, they mentioned the five-year attrition rate as something to monitor in our
own practice. In January 2021, the Vice President of Student Affairs at my institution
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sent the only non-curated email during his tenure. The topic of the email was burnout in
student affairs (Miller, 2021).
This discourse was also common on social media channels for practitioners. As a
couple of examples among many, one Twitter user shared “true life: I survived burnout in
student affairs. Then I created this workbook to help you do the same” (Rayna, 2020).
Another student affairs professional on Twitter said “two work days. That’s how much
time Thanksgiving break gave me of feeling energized before the #sapro burnout started
creeping back in” (Iannone, 2020). Though not using the specific language of attrition
from student affairs, these users demonstrate a practitioner belief in the issue.
In my practitioner role, I produced a podcast. We recorded an episode on job
possibilities outside of student affairs. Despite my colleagues being knowledgeable about
my study, the conversation still circled around solving the problem of attrition (Aguiar et
al., 2021). I shared these observations not as a critique but as evidence of the prevalence
of “attrition as problem” thinking in student affairs professionals.
Scholarly Belief
Scholars have also demonstrated a belief in the myth of student affairs attrition.
The most concrete evidence of this belief are the many studies which offer solutions to
the “problem” of student affairs attrition (Artale, 2020; Buchanan & Schupp, 2016;
Dinise-Halter, 2017; Frank, 2013; Jo, 2008; Lawling et al., 1982; Lorden, 1998; Marshall
et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Rosser & Javinar, 2003;
Silver & Jakeman, 2014; Tull, 2006; Ward, 1995; Wood et al., 1985). If scholars did not
engage in “attrition as problem” thinking, then they would not have designed studies
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around solving it. After conducting research, they would not offer solutions to the
“problem” if they did not think it existed.
Another example of the scholarly belief in the departure myth is the limited
investigation into an attrition rate by the researchers attempting to solve the problem.
Despite possible issues with reliability documented in the previous section, researchers
have not attempted to validate a contemporary attrition rate. Instead, many have relied
upon inaccurate secondary citations. Of particular spread in recent years was a tendency
to cite Lorden (1998) and Tull (2006) as sources of an attrition rate (Davis & Cooper,
2017; Marshall et al., 2016; Renn & Hodges, 2007; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). This is
problematic as neither of those studies attempt to document an attrition rate. Renn and
Hodges (2007) went a step farther and offered the five year attrition myth without any
form of citation (p. 388).
Again, I noted this not as critique. It was part of a process of demonstrating the
belief in the student affairs scholarly community in the “attrition as problem” myth. If
researchers questioned the validity of the problem, they would have looked further into
documenting it. Precisely because it aligned with personal experience and socialization,
people may have skipped a step in the documentation process.
Finally, the scholarly belief in the myth of student affairs attrition does not seem
to be slowing. Artale (2020) recently completed a dissertation offering a new solution to
departure from student affairs. Another scholar is pursuing research on institutional
context and its relationship to attrition (Gill-Jacobson, 2021).
Student Affairs Community Belief Summary
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As people who study and live student affairs, the myth of attrition is a
socialization experience. Our understanding of attrition undergirds our practice, research,
and daily lives. It is not right or wrong but internal. Above, I accounted for the extent to
which this is lived for practitioners and scholars.
Relationship Between “Attrition as Problem” Myth and Additional Attrition
As documented above, evidence suggested a contemporary attrition rate is
lacking. Furthermore, the student affairs community demonstrated a belief in the
“attrition as problem” myth. The next step to investigate is whether the attrition myth was
possibly related to additional attrition.
The function of mythology is one possible relation between “attrition as problem”
thinking and additional attrition from student affairs. As discussed earlier, mythology is a
socializing force (Martimianakis et al., 2018). It binds to collective understanding outside
of the typical spectrum of truth.
Mythology, and people’s use of it, can also shift accountability. As an on-campus
example, in the mythology around sexual assault, myths enable perpetrators to redirect
guilt toward survivors (Bannon et al., 2013). In terms of attrition, the static belief in
people leaving the field may relate to inaction guised as powerlessness. Instead of
creating an active plan to support emerging professionals, departure is seen as inevitable
and demoralizing.
Another possible relation between the myth of student affairs attrition and more
departure for the field comes from turnover contagion theory. Turnover contagion
theorists posit the choice to leave a position is influenced by relationships within an
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organization (Felps et al., 2009). Studies have shown as colleagues leave organizations,
remaining staff become more likely to depart as well (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2000;
Krackhardt & Porter, 1985; Jo, 2008; Takawira et al., 2014). This contagious effect may
be centered on perceptions of turnover as well (Kline & Hsieh, 2007; Krackhardt &
Porter, 1985).
Consequently, if the attrition rate in student affairs is unreliable and people
believe it in, then the myth of attrition may relate to turnover ideation. This blurred
notion of attrition might then contribute to a relationship between perceptions of turnover
and subsequent departure from the field. This outcome is the final possible implication of
the “attrition as problem” myth to be researched in this study.
Previous Methods in Related Studies
Attrition Establishing Studies Methodology
The scholars who labored to establish an attrition rate from student affairs in the
1980s shared several methodological commonalities. They exclusively used the mail to
conduct their research (Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Holmes et al., 1983; Wood et al.,
1985). These research groups all relied on regional and institutional networks to derive
their sample. Finally, they all conducted survey methods research.
Attrition Solving Studies Methodology
The later studies which offered solutions to attrition from student affairs
contained more methodological variation. Several researchers chose to study practitioners
who already departed the field. Of this group, Frank (2013) and Buchanan & Schupp
(2016) used qualitative research methods and sampled directly from former student
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affairs professionals. Marshall et al. (2016) also used a sample of student affairs
expatriates but applied quantitative analysis to their findings.
Different sampling techniques was also a theme in attrition-solving studies.
Mullen et al. (2018) used institutional websites to gather sample and then surveyed based
on role stress, burnout, and job satisfaction. Silver and Jakeman (2014) sampled from
within their institution-affiliated cohort. They then conducted semi-structured interviews
and analyzed with qualitative methods. Dinise-Halter (2017) utilized case study
methodology and convenience sampling with four emerging professionals. Artale (2020)
partnered with a professional association to access a national sample for their survey.
Turnover Contagion Methodology
In turnover contagion studies, variation centered on physical study environments.
Felps et al. (2009) tested the theory in banking and hospitality settings. Krackhardt and
Porter (1985) learned about the “snowball effect” of relationship-related turnover in the
food service industry. Bakker and Schaufeli (2000) explored employee turnover
contagion among public school teachers. Jo (2008) and Takawira et al. (2014)
investigated the application of turnover contagion in the setting of higher education
institutions.
Summary
This review of previous methodologies contextualized this study in the spectrum
of related research efforts. It illuminated the applicability of survey methodology and
quantitative methods. It also demonstrated the previous application of turnover contagion
theory in the higher education setting.
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Literature Review Summary
In this chapter, I reviewed the germane literature on the mythology of student affairs
attrition. I traced the development of turnover contagion theory with emphasis on the
foundational concepts of employee turnover and employee engagement. I then applied
turnover contagion into student affairs mythology.
Subsequently, I navigated the growth of the “attrition as problem” myth. I initially
reviewed the attrition establishing studies of the 1980s and then looked at the findings of
the more recent wave of attrition solving scholarship. Next, I analyzed research on
identity and experience in student affairs. I connected that information to the problem of
study.
In the following section, I identified reasons why the mythic attrition rate in student
affairs might be unreliable. I then provided examples of the extent to which the
community in this profession believe in the “attrition as problem” myth. This
contextualized the role attrition myth thinking might play in additional departure from
student affairs. I concluded with an overview of the methodologies used in relevant
studies to this research project.
In summary, the myth of attrition developed over the past five decades. A careful
examination of the literature reveals possible issues in the foundation of this scholarship.
Turnover contagion theory demonstrates how this assumption of a problem in the field
might itself be related to the issue. In the future sections, I will examine this theoretical
application via research design, findings, and discussion.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
Over the past forty years, student affairs scholars have studied attrition from the
profession (Artale, 2020; Bender, 1980; Buchanan & Shupp, 2016; Burns, 1982; Evans,
1988; Holmes et al., 1983; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Tull, 2006; Ward,
1995). These researchers situated attrition as a problem for the field. This assumption has
persisted despite results issues with data reliability and generalizability.
In this study, I aimed to learn more about the extent of belief within the profession
in the myth of attrition and the possible impact of “attrition as problem” thinking.
Through the use of survey methods research, I explored the perceptions of current
practitioners of attrition. I also investigated how those perceptions relate to gender and
racial identity. Finally, I tested the relationship between perceptions of attrition and
satisfaction in the profession and turnover ideation.
In this chapter, I outlined the research questions and hypotheses used to guide the
investigation. I also discussed research design, the population studied, and sampling
choices. Next, I described the survey instrument and data collection processes. Finally, I
provided the plan for data analysis and contextualize the study within its limitations.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
Research Question 1
How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align with the myth of 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within five years?
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•

Hypothesis 1 – The most common response to the estimated attrition rate from
student affairs will be 50%. This was measured by the likelihood that one
percentage out of 100 would show up as frequently as the mode response by
chance alone.
o H :P = 0.01 and H :P > 0.01
o

•

a

Hypothesis 2 – The mean response to perceived attrition rate will not equal 50%.
o H :µ = 50% and H :µ ¹ 50
o

•

a

Hypothesis 3 – The most common response to the estimated career length in
student affairs will be five years. This was measured by the likelihood that one
year out of the 50 year range of participant estimates would show up as frequently
as the mode response by chance alone.
o H :P = 0.02 and H :P < 0.02
o

•

a

Hypothesis 4 – The mean response to perceived student affairs career length will
be greater than 5 years.
o H : µ = 5 years and H : µ > 5 years
o

•

a

Hypothesis 5 – A negative correlation exists between perceived attrition rate and
perceived length of student affairs career.
o H :r = 0 and H : r < 0
o

a

Research Question 2
What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition from student affairs and the
racial and gender identities, job satisfaction, and turnover ideation of professionals in that
field?
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For Hypotheses 1 and 2, I fit the linear regression equation below. In this equation:
•

Y = perceived attrition rate; X1 = race*gender; X2 = race; X3 = gender; X4 = job
satisfaction; X5 = turnover ideation; e = random error

•

" = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X3 + b4X4 + b5X5 + e

•

Hypothesis 1 – There is an association between racial and gender identities and
their intersections with perceptions of attrition from student affairs after
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.
o H : b1 = 0 and b2 = 0 and b3 = 0
o

o Ha:At least one of the intersections of racial and gender identities is
different from the others
•

Hypothesis 2 – Student affairs professionals who estimate high attrition from the
profession will also report lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation
after controlling for race and gender.
o H : b4 = 0 and H : b4 < 0
o

a

o H : b5 = 0 and H : b5 > 0
o

a

For Hypotheses 3 and 4, I fit the linear regression equation below. In this equation:
•

Y = log(perceived career length); X1 = race*gender; X2 = race; X3 = gender; X4 =
job satisfaction; X5 = turnover ideation; e = random error

•

" = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X3 + b4X4 + b5X5 + e

•

Hypothesis 3 - There is an association between racial and gender identities and
their intersections with perceptions of career length from student affairs after
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.
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o H : b1 = 0 and b2 = 0 and b3 = 0
o

o Ha:At least one of the intersections of racial and gender identities is
different from the others
•

Hypothesis 4 - Student affairs professionals who estimate low career lengths in
the profession will also report lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation
after controlling for race and gender.
o H : b4 = 0 and H : b4 < 0
o

a

o H : b5 = 0 and H : b5 > 0
o

a

Variables
To investigate these hypotheses, the response variables were perception of
attrition rate from student affairs and perception of career length in student affairs. These
are quantitative variables. The explanatory variables were racial and gender identity.
These variables are categorical. The other explanatory variables were job satisfaction and
turnover ideation. These variables were summed into an index score (Bakker &
Schaufeli, 2000). As a result, job satisfaction and turnover ideation were quantitative
variables in the regression.
Instrument for Data Collection
To collect the data necessary to evaluate these questions, I conducted a survey.
The full survey is located in Appendix A. This instrument with a typical case census
sampling enabled analysis of a large disparate population (Etikan, 2015). With
permission from the lead author, I adapted the job satisfaction measure directly from the
study of Holmes et al. (1983). Also with permission from the lead author, I transferred

53

THE PROBLEMATIC MYTH OF STUDENT AFFAIRS ATTRITION

the turnover ideation scale from Bakker and Schaufeli (2000). The permissions for these
adaptations were provided in Appendix B and C.
Research Design
I engaged in an observational study. I chose this design to observe and record
measurements of interest about perceptions of attrition within the unit of analysis. In this
case, the unit was student affairs practitioners in higher education. As this was an
observational study, I aimed to demonstrate association between variables. There are no
claims of causation from this research.
Researchers in the lengthy history of student affairs attrition scholarship
established a precedent for this design choice. Numerous scholars conducted similar
forms of observational surveys (Artale, 2020; Bender, 1980; Burns, 1982; Holmes et al.,
1983; Marshall et al., 2016; Tull, 2006). As student affairs is a profession without
licensure or central administrative agencies, this form of surveying reaches a crosssection of the population efficiently (Etikan, 2015).
Population and Sample Selection
General and Target Population
The general population for the study was higher education student affairs
professionals. As previously mentioned, there is no licensing requirement or central
administration for student affairs professionals. Working in student affairs is also largely
self-identified, particularly for those supporting students outside of divisions dedicated
explicitly to the work. As a result of all of these factors, there was no sampling frame for
higher education student affairs professionals.
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As a result, the target population was emerging professionals in student affairs.
Here, emerging professionals are defined as those with 10 years or less experience in the
field. These practitioners form the observational units of the study.
Study Sample
Testing a full population is a difficult task for researchers in most cases (Sharma,
2017). Sampling is the common response to this difficulty. When researchers sample,
they select a smaller proportion of the population as data representatives for observation
or experimentation (Sharma, 2017). In this study, I engaged in a version of this research
procedure called typical case sampling. This is a non-probability technique that is useful
when randomization is not possible. This is particularly true for large, decentralized
populations, such as student affairs professionals in the United States (Etikan, 2015).
A key choice in the sampling process was to limit the study to student affairs
practitioners with 10 year or less experience. It also connected to the myth of attrition and
the focus on early career departure from the profession. Another choice in the sampling
selection was to center outreach on NASPA members. There was a precedent in student
affairs attrition studies to use professional associations, including NASPA, as the
foundation for survey outreach (Artale, 2020; Marshall et al., 2016; Tull, 2006).
This was a form of typical case sampling (Etikan, 2015). In this, I posited student
affairs professionals who are members of NASPA should have responded in a manner
comparable to the full population. From this group, I then conducted a census. I invited
every emerging professional who was a member of NASPA in January 2021 to complete
the survey.
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Instrumentation
The survey used in this study is located in Appendix A. The instrument used to
evaluate the questions of interest can be best understood in five sections. The first section
is about consent to participate. I adapted this from the template provided by the
Institutional Review Board at Clemson University. Modifications started with the
introduction to include the correct researcher information. I next customized the study
purpose and activities section as well as the procedures section to reflect the focus on
student affairs. I then noted the anticipated participation time. Next, I described the lack
of pecuniary compensation but emphasized the possible benefit to the profession. The
exclusion/inclusion requirements of 10 years or less in the field of student affairs were
the next update. Finally, I provided the attribution for the adapted portions of the survey
described in more detail below.
The proceeding section is demographics. Questions 1-4 asked for gender and
racial identity. I utilized the identity options from NASPA’s membership directory. In
Question 5, I asked for the number of years worked in the profession. Any respondent
with over 10 years of service was excluded from the data set. For Questions 6-8, I
inquired about participant institution type, graduate experience, and current functional
area. I used the gender and racial identity demographic responses as categorical variables
in the study.
In later sections, I included the questions that informed the response variables for
the study. In question 11, I asked respondents to estimate the attrition rate from student
affairs. In question 12, I then requested an estimate of the average number of years
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student affairs professionals work in the field. These responses made possible the
analysis of both research questions of interest in this study.
I built the following section around scales of interest tested in previous studies.
Questions 9 and 10 and 13a and 13b were adapted with permission from Holmes et al.
(1983). I intended these scales to measure job satisfaction in student affairs. Questions
13c/h, 13d/i, 13e/j, and 13f/k were adapted with permission from Bakker and Schaufeli
(2000). I included these scales to measure turnover ideation in the context of emotional
contagion.
The final section provides supplementary data to the study. Question 14 asked for
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on respondent thinking around attrition from
student affairs. I chose to include this question, as the data was collected during a
possibly attrition-altering event. Question 15 provided the space for participants to share
any additional thoughts or comments on the study.
Validity
In evaluating the survey instrument, validity was the first step. The primary scales
in the analysis have been tested in previous studies and with comparable populations.
Holmes et al. (1983) provided permission for the student affairs job satisfaction scale.
The authors used the instrument in a previous study with student affairs professionals.
Bakker and Schaufeli (2000) allowed the used of the turnover ideation scale. Those
scholars also tested and validated their scale in a research project with other helping
professionals.
Reliability
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The next step in evaluating the survey instrument was reliability. Cronbach’s
alpha is the most widely used measure for reliability (Bonett & Wright, 2014; Tavakol &
Dennick, 2011). Alpha should be between .7 and .9 (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). A lower
score results in a question of reliability, and a high score indicates potential redundancy
in the instrument.
In student affairs attrition studies, Tull (2006) measured reliability with
Cronbach’s alpha. Documentation of reliability also already exists in the instrument due
to the use of Bakker and Schaufeli’s (2000) turnover ideation through emotional
contagion scale. The researchers tested the scale and found a reliable index with a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81 (p. 2295). I tested for the reliability of Bakker and Schaufeli’s
(2000) scale in the context of this instrument and found a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.79.
Holmes et al. (1983) did not conduct a similar test due to the marginal sample size.
However, that study and the adapted scale utilized in this instrument have been cited over
100 times and played a seminal role in the development of the myth of interest in this
research. I evaluated for reliability on this adaption of the scale and found a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.64.
Data Collection and Management
I opted to use Qualtrics for data collection and hosting. This data management
platform is licensed for use for Clemson students. For the analysis stage, the data was
downloaded from Qualtrics and uploaded into JMP by SAS for statistical testing.
I developed the survey instrument in Fall 2020. The lead author of Bakker and
Schaufeli (2000) provided permission for adaptation on October 11, 2020 via direct
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message on Twitter. On October 28, 2020 the lead author of Holmes et al. (1983)
provided authorization for adaptation via email. The authorizations were included as
Appendix B and C. As the full survey instruments for both Bakker and Schaufeli (2000)
and Holmes et al. (1983) were inaccessible to the authors, I adapted the scales from the
in-text descriptions and charts.
In order to establish a distribution channel for participants, I reached out to Dr.
Amelia Parnell, the Vice-President of Research and Policy at NASPA, on September 2,
2020. I requested a partnership for distribution. NASPA agreed to the partnership on
September 10, 2020.
In November 2020, I submitted for IRB approval with Dr. Michelle Boettcher as
the Principal Investigator. I requested an exempt review based on Category 2 which
includes educational tests where the participants cannot be identified. In this study, no
identifiable information was gathered and access to the data is restricted. On November
23, 2020, Clemson University’s IRB provided approval for the study. This approval was
included as Appendix D.
Following the IRB approval process described above, NASPA then provided a
distribution list on January 19, 2021. I converted this provided distribution list, which
included names, titles, institutions, and mailing addresses into email addresses through
the use of the NASPA membership directory. NASPA provides access to this directory as
a benefit of membership. After converting the NASPA provided list to email addresses, I
began distribution to participants on January 23, 2021. The text used to promote the study
was included in Appendix E. I closed the survey on February 22, 2021.
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Data Analysis Plan
Following the collection process, I prepared the data for analysis. I transferred the
Excel sheet provided for download from Qualtrics into JMP. Once the sheet was
converted to a JMP file, I reviewed the response variables for formatting issues. Both
questions had extraneous labels attached that needed removing to be evaluated as
quantitative variables. Question 9 included the percentage symbol with responses and
Question 10 did the same with the word “years.” I removed these labels to function
within JMP as quantitative variables. These were necessary steps in the cleaning and
formatting process of data analysis.
I then reviewed the data for necessary exclusions. Question 5 was vital in this
regard, as practitioners who have worked for more than 10 years in the profession
responded. Based on the inclusion criteria of the study, these responses were excluded
from the sample. I then checked the response variables for non-responses. As these
questions were open-ended, there were participants who did not complete the response
variables. These respondents were excluded from the usable sample. Unless there is
reason to investigate bias, it is standard practice to exclude these participants from the
analysis (Breunig et al., 2020). Finally, I tested for outliers in the response variables. Any
outlier, namely those more than 1.5 times the inter-quartile range, were excluded (Tintle
et al., 2016).
Next, I collapsed racial and gender identity categories. In anticipation of a small
sample in several of these categories, collapsing or combining the response options
allowed for valid testing of the hypotheses (Murad et al., 2003). In terms of racial
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identity, I combined American Indian, Alaska Native, Indigenous, and/or First Nations,
and Asian, Asian American, and/or Desi American, and Black and/or African American,
and Latinx/a/o and/or Hispanic, and Middle Eastern, Southwest Asian, and/or North
African, and Multiracial or Biracial, and Native Hawai’ian and/or Other Pacific Islander,
and any self-descriptions. Scholars have found these identities to be minoritized in
student affairs through various forms of discrimination and bias (Davis & Cooper, 2017;
Garcia, 2016; Harris & Linder, 2018; Hubain et al., 2011; Husband, 2016; Oxendine et
al., 2018; Reason et al., 2002; West, 2015). I identified this category as Black Indigenous
and other People of Color (BIPOC). I kept White and/or European American as one
category. Recently, scholars have found White to be the primary respondent group for
attrition studies in student affairs (Artale, 2020; Marshall et al., 2016). This binary
measurement of race certainly did not reflect the full scope of how racial identity might
impact results. However, it did provide for a statistical test on the impact of marginalized
racial identities and perceptions of attrition.
When looking at gender identity, I used the gender response Man to form a
category titled Gender Advantaged. I then combined Agender, Gender Queer or NonBinary, Other, Transgender, Transman or Transmasculine, Transwoman or
Transfeminine, and Woman into one category. Though women consistently form a
majority of respondents in student affairs studies, evidence suggests this gender identity
faces discrimination in the profession (Blackhurst, 2000). The various gender non-binary
identities did not form a sample large enough for statistical analysis. A similar study in
terms of design and sampling (Artale, 2020), also had comparable outcomes for non-
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binary identities. To test the impact of gender in these research questions, I combined
these identities into the category Gender Minoritized.
In a final step of data preparation, I converted the job satisfaction scale from
Holmes et al. (1983) and the turnover ideation measure from Bakker and Schaufeli
(2000) into sum scores. This adjustment moved the scales from a series of categorical
variables to a summary quantitative variable. Bakker and Schaufeli (2000) engaged in the
same technique to review their scale of turnover ideation in terms of emotional
contagion.
To modify Bakker and Schaufeli (2000), I assigned each item on the five-part
scale a numerical value. For instance, the question “According to you, how many of your
colleagues are burned out?” had five possible responses: “none of my colleagues,” “a few
of my colleagues,” “many of my colleagues,” “the majority of my colleagues,” or “all of
my colleagues.” I assigned a numerical value from five to one based on the sequence
listed in the previous sentence. I then applied this same process for each of the four
questions on the turnover ideation scale adapted from Bakker and Schaufeli (2000). Each
one of the questions had five possible responses, so the adaptation was consistent.
Due to the original instrument design, I converted the scale from Holmes et al.
(1983) through a modified process. Two of the questions in this scale had three possible
responses whereas the other two questions had four possible responses. In order to
accurately reflect the nature of the responses, I changed the weight of the scale for these
three response option questions. I kept the highest possible response with a value of four
and the lowest possible response with a value of one. The middle response in each
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question had a value of 2.5. This weighting accounts for the scale difference in the
questions.
In the Bakker and Schaufeli (2000) scale, I associated responses representing
lower turnover ideation with the high end of the numerical scale. For that scale, the
higher the sum score, the lower the expressed turnover ideation. In the Holmes et al.
(1983) modified scale, I connected responses representing higher job satisfaction with the
high end of the numerical scale. As a result, in this analysis, the higher the satisfaction
sum score, the higher the expressed satisfaction.
Statistical Procedures
I first tested Hypotheses 1-4 of Research Question 1 by calculating the sample
summary statistics. This included gathering the mean, median, and mode of both
response variables. Each offered something distinct to this particular analysis. Mean was
the common summary of quantitative variable and represents the center of the
distribution. The median also represented center but has a higher degree of resistance in
the event of extreme observations (Tintle et al., 2016).
The mode for this particular test had a practical importance which supplements
the other two measures. In looking at a myth with specific parameters, in this case 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within 5 years, then the most frequent
response had merit in the review. I tested the mode through a one proportion z test. For
the estimated attrition rate, I used the proportion 0.01 as the null hypothesis. This tested
the likelihood that one percentage out of 100 would show up as frequently as the mode
response by chance alone. I replicated this test for the estimated career length, but in this
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case the proportion was 0.02. This tested the likelihood that one career length out of the
50 different options that were plausibly would show up as frequently as the mode
response by chance alone
I then tested the results through the four pillars of statistical inference (Tintle et
al., 2016). I tested for significance to determine the strength of the evidence. I then
determined generalization. I next engaged in estimation procedures. The proceeding step
was a report on causation. As this is an observational study, there were no claims of
causation throughout each step. Finally, I tested the validity conditions for each
theoretical test.
I then used a simple regression to test Hypothesis 5 of Research Question 1. In
that hypothesis, I posited that a moderate to strong relationship exists between the two
response variables. The results of this test impacted the modeling process for Research
Question 2. In this test and any other models for significance in this study, I used an
alpha level of .05 for significance. This level is acceptable for most research (Bartlett II et
al., 2001).
I then tested Research Question 2 with two multiple regression models. If the
simple regression from Research Question 1 had demonstrated a validated relationship
between the response variables, then I would have conducted one linear regression
model. Based on the principle of parsimony, this would have been the simplest outcome
to get to a similar result. As the two perceived attrition variables did not have a normal
relationship, I ultimately ran two different multiple regression models with the two
variables each as the response for their own model.
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The multiple regression was appropriate here, as it most fully accounted for
interactions between the variables and different indicators (Cannon et al., 2019). In
keeping with this part of the model, I accounted for the interaction terms in the model.
These interactions combined to provide the most complete picture of the tested
categories' impact on the perceptions of attrition in student affairs. With the anticipated
sample and validity conditions established earlier, there was sufficient data to perform a
statistical analysis.
The first step in the regression modeling process was to create a correlation
matrix (Cannon et al., 2019). In this initial step, I examined the relationship between the
variables, vetted for multicollinearity, and provided the basis for initial validity
procedures. I then ran the regression with the terms described above. I studentized the
residuals to check for high leverage points and a test for variation inflation factor to again
search for multicollinearity (Cannon et al., 2019). After running the model, I assessed the
conditions including linearity, constant variance, and normality.
Due to continued normality issues in the distribution of the response variable
perceived career length, I opted for corrective measures to reduce the heavy right skew in
that distribution. I chose a log transformation. This technique is a common way to reduce
skewed data (Changyong et al., 2014). In the distribution of perceived career length, I
changed each x to a log(x) with the log transformation. Through this step, I resolved the
skew into a roughly symmetric distribution.
Following the validity step, I interpreted the results as it related to the research
questions. Based on the results, no model selection was needed. I included interaction
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plots to represent the interactions in the model. Once the modeling process was finalized,
I drew conclusions about the relationship between the response variables and the
predictors.
Limitations
In terms of limitations, this was an observational study. Accordingly, no claims of
causation can come from this study. We can evaluate correlation but not causation (Tintle
et al., 2016). Additionally, volunteers were structurally necessary for this study. As a
result, I could not generalize to all of student affairs (Tintle et al., 2016). I was limited by
the scope of claims for the study.
I also chose to identify members of NASPA as a typical case. I then distributed
the survey via the membership list of NASPA. Other researchers have chosen a similar
distribution tactic for surveys through student affairs professional associations (Artale,
2020; Marshall et al., 2016; Tull, 2006). Given the decentralized and self-identified
nature of student affairs work, a full census was not possible. I opted for typical case
sampling as a viable technique.
However, NASPA membership is a limitation to the methodology. There is a cost
associated with membership. It is also a generalist organization. For instance, orientation
professionals may be more likely to be members in NODA which provides specific
support for that functional area. As a result, it was necessary to check for
overrepresentation in terms of racial and gender identities and functional area.
Another limitation is the unknown of social desirability. Respondents may have
viewed their perception of attrition from the profession as either desirable or not (Chung
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& Monroe, 2003). Though a belief in the mythology of student affairs attrition among
participants was likely, the cache associated with that opinion is unknown.
There are also potential impacts to participants. In investigating attrition from
student affairs, the questions may have recalled negative memories. To ameliorate this
possible impact, I did not ask for specific recollections. The data was also not
identifiable. As a result, there was no risk of exposure based on the participating and
reporting processes.
Summary
In this chapter, I outlined the methodology for this study. I discussed the plans
sampling, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis. I also contextualized these
plans with the acknowledged limitations of the study.
In the next chapter, I presented the findings from this study. I shared the found
perceptions of attrition and how those perceptions might relate to departure. I visualized
these findings with graphic representations as well.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS
In this chapter, I presented the findings in context of the problem statement for the
overall study. The problem is student affairs practitioners and faculty believe attrition
from the field is detrimental without verification of an actual attrition rate or
consideration of whether departure from the field is problematic. Furthermore, turnover
contagion theorists have demonstrated a culture of turnover begets more voluntary
departure. Therefore, a possible additional problem is the attrition myth in student affairs
influencing more attrition from the field.
To understand the nature of the problem statement, I analyzed the data set with
two research questions. Research Question 1 was: how do the perceptions of attrition in
student affairs align with the myth of 50% of student affairs professionals leave the field
within five years? Research Question 2 was: what relationship exists between perceptions
of attrition from student affairs and the racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction,
and turnover ideation of professionals in that field? Fundamentally, I asked these
questions in order to verify the nature of the myth of attrition within student affairs and
then understand the impact of that mythology.
In order to evaluate the problem statement and its nested research questions and
hypotheses, I engaged in a variety of quantitative statistical techniques. For Research
Question 1, I gathered summary statistics and then analyzed using one proportion z tests,
t tests, and a simple linear regression model. For Research Question 2, I built two
multiple regression models with the same explanatory variables but distinct responses.
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In the upcoming sections, I described the sample. I also discussed the data
analysis and the alignment of this process with the research design. I then presented the
results to all nine hypotheses in the study. I concluded with a summary of the findings
and transitioned to the discussion in the subsequent chapter.
Sample and Participant Demographics
I drew the sample from the population of NASPA members in January 2021 who
identified as graduate students, new professionals, or mid-managers. Based on these
parameters, I invited 4,914 student affairs professionals to complete the survey.
Participants responded from mid-January to mid-February 2021. Ultimately, 795
practitioners completed the survey with a usable sample of 663. This sample was used for
Research Question 1-Hypotheses 1-4. Due to influential points as determined by
studentized residuals in a simple linear regression, I excluded another 30 responses for
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 5 (Tintle et al., 2016). For Research Question 2, I
excluded another 57 respondents, making the usable sample for that part of the analysis
576. The reasons for exclusion are outlined in Table 1 below. Of respondents, the average
number of years working in student affairs was 5.17.
Table 1
Reasons for Exclusion from Sample
RQ1
H1-H4
-------------Exclusion Justification
# excluded
Too many years in profession
98
No answer to response variable
19
Incomplete survey
12
Outliers during initial data format
3
Influential points in RQ1-H5
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RQ1
H5
-------------# excluded
98
19
12
3
30

RQ2
H1-H4
-------------# excluded
98
19
12
3
30
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No longer working in SA
Total n for phase of analysis.
663
633
Note. RQ = research question; H = hypothesis; SA = student affairs

57
576

I gathered a 16.18% response rate. Prior to the study, I expected 10% based on the
results of previous studies with similar methodology (Artale, 2020; Mullen & Crowe,
2017; Mullen & Gutierrez, 2016). One limiting factor for participation was the nature of
NASPA’s database. I was not able to directly request members who worked in student
affairs for 10 years or less. Due to the labels within their database, NASPA was only able
to create the distribution list from member self-selected identities as either graduate
students, new professionals, or mid-managers. This reduced the precision of the
distribution list. A lot of people received the survey but may have resulted in selfselection out of the study due to having more than 10 years experience. As a result of this
information and the 10% standard, the sample size and response rate exceeded
expectations.
I also collected the gender identification of participants. This variable formed a
key part of the analysis in Research Question 2. To form a usable sample for the data
analysis technique needed for this study, I collapsed the gender categories. I consolidated
all respondents who identified as Man into Gender Advantaged. I also collapsed all
respondents who identified as Agender, Gender queer or non-binary, Other, Transgender,
Transman or transmasculine, Transwoman or transfeminine, and Woman into Gender
Minoritized.
After this process, 74% of respondents identified as Gender Minoritized and 26%
as Gender Advantaged. This response rate compares favorably to other recent
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quantitative survey methods research in student affairs attrition (Artale, 2020; Marshall et
al., 2016). Additionally, NASPA was able to provide the demographic breakdown of the
full population invited to participate in the study. Of those that chose to identify, 73%
opted for the various Gender Minoritized identities and 27% are sorted in this study as
Gender Advantaged (Wesaw, 2021). Given the precedent from other studies and the
actual demographics of this population, the gender identification in the sample is
representative.
Racial identity was another variable of interest in the study. Similar to gender, I
opted to collapse the racial categories in order to create a usable sample for the data
analysis. I sorted all respondents who chose White and/or European American into
White. I then collapsed the respondents who identified as American Indian, Alaska
Native, Indigenous, and/or First Nations, Asian, Asian American, and/or Desi American,
Black and/or African American, Latinx/a/o and/or Hispanic, Middle Eastern, Southwest
Asian, and/or North African, Multiracial or Biracial, Native Hawai’ian and/or Other
Pacific Islander into the category BIPOC.
Of this sample, 36% identified in one of the various BIPOC groups and 64%
selected White. This ratio landed in the range between recent studies with similar content,
outreach, and methodological approaches. Artale (2020) had a sample with 40% BIPOC
and 60% White respondents. Mullen et al. (2018), alternatively, had a sample that was
28% BIPOC and 72% White. NASPA’s (2021) data on this category was not reliable due
to 49% of the provided membership opting not to identify based on race. Though not as
firmly normed as the gender identification, the racial identity ratio of this study falling in
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between Artale (2020) and Mullen et al. (2018) showed a sample in line with existing
scholarship.
I also gathered data from respondents on institution type of employment, graduate
preparation type, and current functional area. These variables do not factor into the
analysis of this study. For context about the sample, I included a visualization of these
demographics in Table 2 below.
Table 2
Professional Demographics for Respondents

Demographic Category
Current institution type
Community/technical college
Private 4-year
Public 4-year w/ enrollment over 20,000
Public 4-year w/ enrollment under 20,000
Graduate experience
Did not attend graduate school for student affairs
Fully funded graduate experience
Majority self-funded
Current functional area in student affairs
Campus recreation
Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion
Fraternity and Sorority Life
Health and Wellness
Housing
Orientation
Other
Student Activities
Student Conduct
Veterans Programs
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5
31
45
19
12
52
36
1
11
4
8
14
2
38
18
3
2
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Data Analysis Procedures
Research Question 1
How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align with the myth of 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within five years?
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 1
•

Hypothesis 1 – The most common response to the estimated attrition rate from
student affairs will be 50%. This was measured by the likelihood that one
percentage out of 100 would show up as frequently as the mode response by
chance alone.

•

H :P = 0.01 and H :P > 0.01
o

a

For Research Question 1-Hypothesis 1, I calculated the mode response to the
perceived attrition rate from student affairs. I then conducted a one proportion z test to
evaluate the likelihood the mode appeared that frequently by chance alone. In the case of
the perceived attrition rate, the proportion I tested was 0.01. As the question asked for a
percentage, then respondents could have replied with any number between 1-100. As a
result, the proportion 0.01 was an appropriate test for the mode.
I made this choice due to the lack of an established test for mode. Typically, that
measure is not a statistic of interest (Tintle et al., 2016). It does not evaluate the center of
a distribution like a mean or median. However, in this case, the myth of student affairs
attrition has a specific data point attached to it. For perceived attrition rate, it is 50%.
Accordingly, I needed a statistic to evaluate the most common individual response. The
mode and a one proportion z test are appropriate data analysis tools for this hypothesis.
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Research Question 1-Hypothesis 3
•

Hypothesis 3 – The most common response to the estimated career length in
student affairs will be five years. This was measured by the likelihood that one
year out of the 50 year range of participant estimates would show up as frequently
as the mode response by chance alone.

•

H :P = 0.02 and H :P < 0.02
o

a

For Research Question 1-Hypothesis 3, I calculated the mode response to the
perceived career length in student affairs. I then conducted a one proportion z test to
evaluate the likelihood the mode appeared that frequently by chance alone. For this
hypothesis, I utilized the proportion 0.02. The range of responses to the perceived student
affairs career length ranged from 1-50. As a result, the proportion 0.02 was an option for
how to evaluate the mode.
The appropriateness of the mode and one proportion z test mirror the logic
provided for Research Question 1-Hypothesis 1. In this instance, the myth-attached
number of interest was five years in the profession. Using the mode and one proportion z
test, I was able to evaluate the perceived career length aspect of the myth of student
affairs attrition.
Research Question 1-Hypotheses 2 and 4
•

Hypothesis 2 – The mean response to perceived attrition rate will not equal 50%.
o H :µ = 50% and H :µ ¹ 50
o

•

a

Hypothesis 4 – The mean response to perceived student affairs career length will
be greater than 5 years.
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o H :µ = 5 years and H :µ > 5 years
o

a

For Research Question 1-Hypotheses 2 and 4, I completed t tests. These t tests
assessed the likelihood the means of the response variables occurred by chance alone
when the null hypothesis (myth) was true. In Hypothesis 2, I evaluated the mean of the
distribution for perceived attrition rate from student affairs. In Hypothesis 4, I tested the
mean of the distribution for perceived career length in student affairs.
This design choice is aligned with Research Question 1. This is the result of the
focus in this line of inquiry on the belief within the field in the myth of student affairs
attrition. Hypotheses 2 and 4 are testing the center of the distribution of perceptions of the
myth. While the mode evaluated in Hypotheses 1 and 3 provided insight into belief, the
means provide supplementary data to contextualize the extent of myth belief in this
professional community.
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 5
•

Hypothesis 5 – A negative correlation exists between perceived attrition rate and
perceived length of student affairs career.

•

H :r = 0 and H : r < 0
o

a

For Research Question 1-Hypothesis 5, I opted for a simple linear regression. In
this model, I evaluated the relationship between the two quantitative response variables.
In this model, I used perceived career length as the response and perceived attrition rate
as the explanatory variable.
I visualized with a scatterplot and tested the association with a least squares
regression line. I then analyzed for the predicted negative association. I evaluated for
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standard error of fit and studentized the residuals in order to evaluate high leverage
points. I identified those points and then removed them from the analysis. I then re-ran
the regression. Subsequently, I utilized the output from JMP to identify the p value, y
intercept, improved standard error of fit, and slope (b).
I then tested for validity conditions. I evaluated linearity, zero mean, and
independence using a residuals versus fitted plot. I then concluded the modeling with a
test for normality using the normal quantile plot.
The purpose of this modeling process in the overall research process was twofold.
The first purpose was to directly test Hypothesis 5. In evaluating the myth of attrition
from student affairs, the relationship between how professionals perceived the rate of
departure and the length of the career in the field is of interest. The second purpose was
to determine the modeling needs for Research Question 2. Based on the principle of
parsimony, if these quantitative variables had a stable relationship, there would not be a
need to run two models in the next phase of analysis.
Research Question 2
What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition from student affairs and the
racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction, and turnover ideation of professionals
in that field?
For Hypotheses 1 and 2, I fit the linear regression equation below. In this equation:
•

Y = perceived attrition rate; X1 = race*gender; X2 = indicator variables of race; X3
= indicator variables of gender; X4 = job satisfaction; X5 = turnover ideation; e =
random error
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•

" = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X3 + b4X4 + b5X5 + e

•

Hypothesis 1 – There is an association between racial and gender identities and
their intersections with perceptions of attrition from student affairs after
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.
o H : b1 = 0 and b2 = 0 and b3 = 0
o

o Ha:At least one of the intersections of racial and gender identities is
different from the others
•

Hypothesis 2 – Responding student affairs professionals who estimate high
attrition from the profession will also report lower job satisfaction and higher
turnover ideation after controlling for race and gender.
o H : b4 = 0 and H : b4 < 0
o

a

o H : b5 = 0 and H : b5 > 0
o

a

For Hypotheses 3 and 4, I fit the linear regression equation below. In this equation:
•

Y = perceived career length; X1 = race*gender; X2 = race; X3 = gender; X4 = job
satisfaction; X5 = turnover ideation; e = random error

•

" = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X3 + b4X4 + b5X5 + e

•

Hypothesis 3 - There is an association between racial and gender identities and
their intersections with perceptions of career length from student affairs after
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.
o H : b1 = 0 and b2 = 0 and b3 = 0
o

o Ha:At least one of the intersections of racial and gender identities is
different from the others
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•

Hypothesis 4 - Student affairs professionals who estimate low career lengths in
the profession will also report lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation
after controlling for race and gender.
o H : b4 = 0 and H : b4 < 0
o

a

o H : b5 = 0 and H : b5 > 0
o

a

For Research Question 2-Hypotheses 1-4, I engaged two multiple regression
models with different quantitative response variables. Following the results of Research
Question 1-Hypothesis 5, two models were necessary due to a lack of stable relationship
between the variables in that model. As a result, one multiple regression model had
perceived attrition rate as the response variable. I built the other with perceived career
length as the response. Each step described in the proceeding sections was applicable to
both of the models.
Both models contained the same explanatory variables. The categorical variables
were race and gender. I formatted them with their intersections, so the groups were
Gender Advantaged-BIPOC, Gender Minoritized-BIPOC, Gender Advantaged-White,
and Gender Minoritized-White. I formatted these as indicator variables and slotted them
as continuous in the regression. I set Gender Minoritized-White as the baseline for the
analysis. That group was the closest to the norm for the analysis with 47% of respondents
holding those collapsed identities. This data analysis was necessary to evaluate
Hypothesis 1.
The other explanatory variables in both multiple regression models were
quantitative. They were the sum scores from scales for job satisfaction and turnover
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ideation which are quantitative. With permission, I derived the job satisfaction scale from
Holmes et al. (1983) and the turnover ideation one from Bakker and Schaufeli (2000).
The minimum value for the satisfaction scale was 4 and the maximum value was 16. For
this scale, the highest score represents the most possible satisfaction. The turnover
ideation scale ranged from a minimum of 4 to a maximum of 20. In this measure, the
lower the score, the more likely a student affairs professional would be likely to consider
leaving their current role.
I started the multiple regression modeling with a correlation matrix of all the
variables. I undertook this step to gauge potential issues with multicollinearity. Any
relationship between the explanatory variables could have complicated the interpretation
process (Cannon et al., 2019). As a result, it was vital to monitor that possibility
throughout modeling.
From there, I fit the actual multiple regression models. I evaluated the parameter
estimates output for p values and intercepts. I checked for the correlation coefficient r
and analyzed the provided scatterplots. I then tested for high leverage points by
studentizing the residuals and looking for rates over 3 (Cannon et al., 2019). As needed, I
subsequently excluded high leverage points from the analysis. I then added variance
inflation factor measures to test for multicollinearity. I also added confidence intervals to
understand the range of plausible values for a population parameter.
I then transitioned to testing the validity conditions for a multiple regression
model. I added a residuals versus fitted plot to evaluate linearity and constant variance. I
created a normal plot of residuals to test for normality in the distribution. I concluded the
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validity tests with a view of the ANOVA F output to review the impact on variability of
the model (Cannon et al., 2019).
In response to recurring abnormality in the response variable perceived career
length, I chose corrective measures. I utilized a log transformation to adjust the right
skew in that distribution. A log transformation is a common means for skew reduction
(Changyong et al., 2014). Using the computing power of JMP, I modified each x to a
log(x). The resulting distribution was roughly symmetric.
This process of creating multiple regression models with quantitative response
variables was an appropriate available option. Research Question 2 required the full set of
interaction terms in the model to account for the multicollinearity. A simple linear
regression does not work with multiple explanatory variables. An analysis of variance is
appropriate with categorical explanatory variables, so the full set of terms would not have
fit in that form of model. As a result, multiple regression models as constructed were the
optimal choice for the research design.
Results
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 1
How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align with the myth of 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within five years?
•

Hypothesis 1 – The most common response to the estimated attrition rate from
student affairs will be 50%. This was measured by the likelihood that one
percentage out of 100 would show up as frequently as the mode response by
chance alone.

80

THE PROBLEMATIC MYTH OF STUDENT AFFAIRS ATTRITION

•

H :P = 0.01 and H :P > 0.01
o

a

Relevant Statistics
In the distribution for perceived attrition rate, the mode response was 50%. From
the usable sample of 663 for Research Question 1, 115 respondents estimated 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field during their career. Proportionately, 17.34%
of respondents selected 50% as the attrition rate from student affairs. I then tested the
likelihood this mode occurred by chance alone with a one proportion z test. The results
were statistically significant (p < 0.001).
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
In the null hypothesis, each response should appear with the same level of
frequency at a rate of 0.01. In the alternative hypothesis, a response should appear at a
proportion that exceeds the 0.01 standard. Based on a one-proportion z-test, there was
very strong evidence at a rate of (p < 0.001) to suggest the null hypothesis is not
plausible. There is strong statistical significance to say the mode response of 50% did not
occur by chance alone.
Test Validity
In a one proportion z test, a minimum of 10 successes and failures are needed for
a valid theory-based approach for determining a p-value (Tintle et al., 2016). The sample
of 127 successes and 536 failures exceeds the minimum standard of observations. As a
result, this sample meets the validity conditions for a theory-based approach.
Limitations, Errors, and Potential Impact
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There are limited concerns in this evaluation for error. I removed the outliers prior
to running the z test. Moderately influential points remain in the distribution, which was a
possible source of error. The shape of the distribution was another encouraging sign for
minimal errors and future normality in other models.
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 2
How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align with the myth of 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within five years?
•

Hypothesis 2 – The mean response to perceived attrition rate will not equal 50%.

•

H :µ = 50% and H :µ ¹ 50
o

a

Relevant Statistics
In the distribution of the responses for perceived attrition rate, the mean was
39.73%. After completing a t test, the test statistic = -7.57, (SD = 17.91), and (p < 0.001).
The 95% confidence interval was [38.37%, 41.10%]. These measures accounted for
whether the mean of the distribution occurred by chance alone. The p value <0.001
provided very strong evidence the mean of 39.73% did not occur by chance alone. In
terms of estimation, I am 95% confident the mean response to perceived attrition rate is
between 38.37 and 41.10%. The median for this distribution was also 40%. The
proximity of this figure to the mean, which is more resistant than the mean, indicates
outliers have not skewed the center of the distribution.
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
In this test, (p < 0.001), which provides very strong evidence that the mean of
39.73% does not occur by chance alone. As a result, there was very strong evidence to
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suggest the null hypothesis is not plausible. I then accepted the alternative hypothesis that
the mean response will not equal 50%.
Test Validity
In a t test, a minimum of 20 observations or a roughly symmetric distribution is
needed in a valid theory-based approach for determining a p-value (Tintle et al., 2016).
The sample of 663 exceeds the minimum standard of 20 observations. The shape of the
distribution is also roughly symmetric. As a result, this sample meets the validity
conditions for a theory-based approach.
Limitations, Errors, and Potential Impact
In this case, a source of discussion is the null hypothesis was the desirable
outcome for the overall thesis of this research. The stated myth of student affairs attrition
is 50% of professionals leave the field within 5 years (Artale, 2019; Davis & Cooper,
2017; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). As a result, a mean equal to 50%
would have been more supportive to the perception of the myth of attrition among student
affairs practitioners.
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 3
How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align with the myth of 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within five years?
•

Hypothesis 3 – The most common response to the estimated career length in
student affairs will be five years. This was measured by the likelihood that one
year out of the 50 year range of participant estimates would show up as frequently
as the mode response by chance alone.
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•

H :P = 0.02 and H :P < 0.02
o

a

Relevant Statistics
Within the distribution for perceived career length in student affairs, the mode
was five years. In the Research Question 1 usable sample of 663, 142 respondents chose
5 years as the estimated career length. Proportionately, 21.42% of participating student
affairs opted for 5 years. This distribution is represented in Figure 1 below. After
gathering these summary statistics, I then tested the outcome with a one proportion z test.
The results were statistically significant (p < 0.001).

Count

Years in Student Affairs Estimate

Figure 1. Histogram of perceived year in student affairs with a heavily skewed right
distribution of participant responses
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
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The null hypothesis held that each response appeared with the same level of
frequency at a rate of 0.02. In the alternative hypothesis, a response should have appeared
at a proportion that exceeds the 0.02 standard. Based on the statistical analysis of a oneproportion z-test where (p < 0.001), there was very strong evidence against the null
hypothesis. There is strong statistical significance to say the mode response of 5 years did
not occur by chance alone.
Test Validity
For a one proportion z test, 10 successes and failures are necessary for a valid
theory-based approach for p-value determination (Tintle et al., 2016). The sample of 142
successes and 521 failures meets the standard of observations. As a result, this sample
meets the validity conditions for a theory-based approach. There was a heavy right skew
to the distribution that was visually seen in the long tail of distribution in Figure 1.
Limitations, Errors, and Potential Impact
I worked throughout the evaluation process to limit concerns. I analyzed the data
set for outliers and removed as appropriate in advance of conducting the z test.
Moderately influential points stayed in the data, which formed a possible source of error.
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 4
How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align with the myth of 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within five years?
•

Hypothesis 4 – The mean response to perceived student affairs career length will
be greater than 5 years.

•

H : µ = 5 years and H : µ > 5 years
o

a
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Relevant Statistics
For perceived career length, the mean of the distribution was 10.12 years. In the t
test, the test statistic = 17.95, (SD = 7.34), and (p < 0.001). The 95% confidence interval
was [9.56 years, 10.68 years]. These measures evaluated whether the mean of the
distribution occurred by chance alone. The p value <0.001 provided very strong evidence
the mean of 10.12 years did not occur by chance alone. In estimation terms, I am 95%
confident the mean response to perceived career length in student affairs is between 9.56
and 10.68 years.
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
In this test, (p < 0.001), which provides very strong evidence that the mean of
10.12 years does not occur by chance alone. As a result, there was very strong evidence
to suggest the null hypothesis is not plausible. I then accepted the alternative hypothesis
that the mean response is greater than five years.
Test Validity
For a t test, 20 observations or a roughly symmetric distribution is needed for
establishing validity in a theory-based approach (Tintle et al., 2016). The sample of 663
exceeded the minimum standard of 20 observations. The sample size was large enough to
minimize concerns about the skew in the sample distribution. As a result, this sample met
the validity conditions for a theory-based approach.
Limitations, Errors, and Potential Impact
As seen in Figure 1, the shape of the distribution was heavily skewed right. While
this did not eliminate the validity of the outcome, it may speak to an issue with the
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normality of the distribution. The median for this distribution was also 8 years. That
figure, resistant to outliers, is distinct from the mean of 10.12 years. This provided
another indication of the potential impact of the skewed distribution in other statistical
applications of the perceived career length in student affairs variable. In summary, the
heavy right skew is a limitation on these findings from this distribution.
Like in Research Question 1-Hypothesis 2, a germane note is the null hypothesis
was the desirable outcome. The myth of student affairs attrition being evaluated in this
test is 50% of professionals leave student affairs within five years (Artale, 2019; Davis &
Cooper, 2017; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). Accordingly, a mean of
five years would have been more in keeping with the questions of interest in this research
process.
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 5
How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align with the myth of 50% of
student affairs professionals leave the field within five years?
•

Hypothesis 5 – A negative correlation exists between perceived attrition rate and
perceived length of student affairs career.

•

H :r = 0 and H : r < 0
o

a

Relevant Statistics
In the linear simple regression, the slope was significantly different from zero (p <
0.001). This demonstrated a very strong relationship between the response and
explanatory variables. The scatterplot and regression line in Figure 2 provided a means
for understanding in more depth the nature of the relationship. For this model, the
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correlation coefficient (r = -0.40). This represented a moderate negative association
between the quantitative response variable of perceived career length and perceived
attrition rate from student affairs. The line trending in a downward direction from the y
intercept in Figure 2 provided a representation of this moderate negative association.
In this regression it can be estimated that: Perceived career length in student
affairs estimate = 13.68 - 0.12*Perceived attrition. The intercept of the regression line
was 13.68 years, representing the predicted value of Y when X = 0. In the regression, this
meant that if a respondent estimated zero percent of professionals leave the field of
student affairs that the perceived career length would then be 13.68 years. In the
regression, the slope was (b = -0.12). This represented the change in the predicted value
of Y when X increases by one unit. If applied, this meant if respondents increased their
perceived attrition rate by one, then you can estimate the perceived career length would
decrease by 0.12 years.
In the initial analysis, the sum of squared errors was 30976.04. Using the
statistical analysis provided by JMP by SAS, I studentized residuals to check for
influential points. There were 30 responses over two in the studentized measure. I
removed those points and saw the sum of squared errors drop to 14312.32. When
considering the studentized residuals exceeding two and the modification in the
substantial changes in the least-squares regression, I confidently called those 30
responses to be influential points (Cannon et al., 2019). Ultimately, this process improved
the model by decreasing the distance between the regression line and the points.
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Figure 2. Least squares regression line of perceived career length by perceived attrition rate.
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Test Validity
The validity conditions for a simple linear regression model with a quantitative
response variable and quantitative explanatory variable are linearity, zero mean,
independence, and normality (Cannon et al., 2019). To evaluate linearity, zero mean, and
independence, a fitted versus residuals plot was needed. I provided this plot in Figure 3.
The distribution was generally scattered to meet the linearity standard. There was a fairly
constant spread to satisfy constant variance. This phase of validity conditions was met.
In order to test for normality, I needed a normal quantile plot of residuals. I
visualized this data with Figure 4. Here was a concern in terms of validity. The
distribution falling outside of the red of the normal quantile plot indicates y may not
follow a normal distribution for x.
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
The null hypothesis held there is no relationship between the response and
explanatory variables. The alternative hypothesis predicted a negative association
between the variables. Namely, when perceptions of career length increased, the
perceptions of attrition would decrease. There was very strong evidence (p < 0.001) to
support moderate negative association (r = -0.40) between perceived attrition rate and
perceived career length. However, there are normality concerns in the distribution. I
could not conclusively reject the null hypothesis with a failed validity test for normality.
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Figure 3. Residuals versus fitted plot for career length by perceived attrition rate. Visual representation of test for
independence, zero means, and linearity in the distribution of y (perceived career length) in terms of x (perceived attrition rate).
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Figure 4. Residual Normal Quantile Plot for Perceived Career Length by Perceived Attrition Rate.
Visual representation of test for normality in the distribution of y (perceived career length) in terms of x (perceived attrition
rate).
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Research Question 2-Hypothesis 1
What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition from student affairs and the
racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction, and turnover ideation of professionals
in that field?
For Hypotheses 1 and 2, I fit the linear regression equation below. In this equation:
•

Y = perceived attrition rate; X1 = race*gender; X2 = race; X3 = gender; X4 = job
satisfaction; X5 = turnover ideation; e = random error

•

! = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X3 + b4X4 + b5X5 + e

•

Hypothesis 1 – There is an association between racial and gender identities and
their intersections with perceptions of attrition from student affairs after
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.
o H : b1 = 0 and b2 = 0 and b3 = 0
o

o Ha:At least one of the intersections of racial and gender identities is
different from the others
Relevant Statistics
Table 3
Perceived Attrition Rate by Race and Gender Results
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Coefficient
Estimate
p
95% CI
Intercept
68.19
<.001
[60.47%, 75.92%]
Gender*Race
75.23
0.03
[61.06%, 89.42%]
Gender
62.82
0.01
[51.23%, 74.41%]
Race
64.65
0.04
[53.54%, 75.78%]
Note. Results are after controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation; GM = gender
minoritized; GA = gender advantaged; CI = confidence interval

93

THE PROBLEMATIC MYTH OF STUDENT AFFAIRS ATTRITION

I visualized most of the critical findings for Research Question 2-Hypothesis 1 in
Table 3. In this model, I situated Gender Minoritized*White as the baseline group. I
chose this option due to that group forming the largest (47%) segment. In addition to the
information located in Table 3, r-squared = 0.09 for this model. This represented the total
amount of variability in the response explained by the explanatory variables.
I evaluated for strength of evidence, and in this model found p values all
associated with very strong evidence of an association between race, gender, the
interaction between the two, and perceived attrition rate. The various confidence intervals
aligned with the p values to estimate the effect. This was all after controlling for job
satisfaction and turnover ideation also present in the model.
I also offered the interaction plot of Figure 5 to understand the variability in race
and gender in terms of perceived attrition rate. The lines in this plot represented race
along the spectrum of perceived attrition rate and gender. The crossing of the lines
indicated an interaction in the explanatory variables. The blue line in Figure 5 displayed a
minimal shift in perceived attrition rate among BIPOC respondents in terms of gender.
The major shift on the red line represented gender as a key factor in perceived attrition
rate in White respondents. For both racial identity categories, I also observed a higher
perceived attrition rate for Gender Minoritized respondents than those in the Gender
Advantaged group. Cumulatively, these results demonstrated a difference in groups.
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Figure 5. Interaction plot of Perceived Attrition rate by Race and Gender

In order to better understand the effect of the explanatory variables of race and
gender on the response variable of perceived attrition rate, I provided a spectrum of a
hypothetical set of model participants. I interpreted this from the results displayed in
Table 3. In this model, a Gender Minoritized BIPOC respondent would expect to have
6.93% less of a perceived attrition rate than a Gender Minoritized White respondent when
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation. I calculated this by finding the
difference between the two parameter estimates. This resulted in an intercept estimate of
53.54% perceived attrition. By utilizing the center of the confidence interval, I compared
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the same race and gender groups and found a Gender Minoritized BIPOC respondent
would expect to have 3.54% less of a perceived attrition rate than a Gender Minoritized
White respondent. This resulted in an intercept estimate of 53.54% perceived attrition for
the Gender Minoritized BIPOC respondent. Finally, I used the upper 95% interval to
compare the same groups. In this scenario, I estimated a Gender Minoritized BIPOC
respondent would expect to have 0.14% less of a perceived attrition rate than a Gender
Minoritized White respondent, resulting in an intercept estimate of 75.78% for the
Gender Minoritized BIPOC respondent.
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
In this model, the various p values below the 0.05 standard provided very strong
evidence that at least one race-gender identity intersection group had different mean
perceived attrition rates from the baseline group assuming the same job satisfaction and
turnover ideation scores (Bartlett II et al., 2001). As a result, there was very strong
evidence to suggest the null hypothesis is not plausible. I subsequently accepted the
alternative hypothesis at least one race-gender identity intersection group was not equal.
Test Validity
The validity conditions for a multiple regression model are linearity, zero mean,
independence, and normality (Cannon et al., 2019). To evaluate linearity, zero mean, and
independence, I evaluated a fitted versus residuals plot. In reviewing this plot, I found a
generally scattered distribution to meet the linearity standard. I also identified a fairly
constant spread to satisfy constant variance. In order to test for normality, I needed a
normal quantile plot of residuals. The normal quantile plot was linear indicating
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normality was a reasonable assumption. As a result, the validity conditions were met for
this model.
Limitations, Errors, and Potential Impact
In order to test for error in this model, I used the statistical computing of JMP to
check the variance inflation factor (VIF). This measure reviews the multicollinearity
between variables in the regression. I found no VIF values above the standard of five;
thus, I concluded no issues were present for multicollinearity (Cannon et al., 2019). I then
reviewed for high leverage points using studentized residuals. I found no studentized
residuals above the standard of three (Cannon et al., 2019).
Research Question 2-Hypothesis 2
What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition from student affairs and the
racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction, and turnover ideation of professionals
in that field?
•

Hypothesis 2 – Student affairs professionals who estimate high attrition from the
profession will also report lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation
after controlling for race and gender.
o H : b4 = 0 and H : b4 < 0
o

a

o H : b5 = 0 and H : b5 > 0
o

a
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Relevant Statistics
Table 4
Perceived Attrition Rate by Job Satisfaction and Turnover Ideation Results
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Explanatory variable
Estimate
p
95% CI
GM*White (Baseline)
68.19
<.001
[60.47%, 75.92%]
Job Satisfaction
66.89
<.001
[58.56%, 75.22%]
Turnover Ideation
67.14
<.001
[58.91%, 75.37%]
Note. Results are after controlling for race and gender; CI = confidence interval
I displayed the majority of the relevant statistics for Research Question 2Hypothesis 2 in Table 4. As this was the same model from the previous hypothesis,
Gender Minoritized*White was still the baseline group. Additionally, r-squared = 0.09
was also true for this hypothesis. This demonstrated the estimated total amount of
variability in the response due the explanatory factors.
Based on (p < 0.001) for job satisfaction and (p < 0.001) for turnover ideation,
there is very strong evidence of a relationship between those explanatory variables and
the response of perceived attrition rate. With those p values in mind, I was 95% confident
the job satisfaction score reduced [1.91, 0.70] for every one percentage increase in
perceived attrition rate. I was also 95% confident the turnover ideation score reduced
[1.56, 0.55] for every percentage increase in attrition rate. This result was after
controlling for race and gender in the model.
I provided Figure 6 to visualize this association in one of the explanatory
variables. This demonstrated the trend of increasing the turnover ideation sum score as
the perceived attrition rate decreased. The visual for job satisfaction in terms of perceived
attrition rate largely mirrored the one provided.
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Figure 6. Scatter plot of Perceived Attrition Rate by Turnover Ideation. Blue line
represents line of fit.
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
As a result of (p < 0.001) for both explanatory variables, there was very strong
evidence of a negative relationship between those distributions and perceived attrition
rate. I calculated both sum scores to represent the more desirable outcomes. Namely, a
high job satisfaction score equated to higher job satisfaction. Whereas, a high turnover
ideation score was aligned with lower demonstrated turnover ideation. As a result of this
fact and the demonstrated negative association (p < 0.001) , there is very strong evidence
against the null hypothesis for both variables. I subsequently accepted the alternative
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hypothesis that student affairs professionals who estimated higher perceived attrition
rates also reported lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation.
Test Validity and Error Reduction
I outlined the validity conditions for this model in Research Question 2Hypothesis 1. To review, I met the validity conditions of linearity, zero mean,
independence, and normality for this model. I also described the error reduction process.
Through the use of VIF and studentized residuals, I vetted appropriately multicollinearity
and high leverage points.
Research Question 2-Hypothesis 3
What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition from student affairs and the
racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction, and turnover ideation of professionals
in that field?
For Hypotheses 3 and 4, I fit the linear regression equation below. In this equation:
•

Y = log(perceived career length); X1 = race*gender; X2 = race; X3 = gender; X4 =
job satisfaction; X5 = turnover ideation; e = random error

•

! = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X3 + b4X4 + b5X5 + e

•

Hypothesis 3 - There is an association between racial and gender identities and
their intersections with perceptions of career length from student affairs after
controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation.
o H : b1 = 0 and b2 = 0 and b3 = 0
o

o Ha:At least one of the intersections of racial and gender identities is
different from the others
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Relevant Statistics
Table 5
Log Perceived Career Length by Race and Gender Results
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Explanatory variable
Estimate
p
95% CI (log)
Intercept
1.30
<.001
[1.06, 1.54]
Gender*Race
1.12
0.07
[0.68, 1.56]
Gender
1.21
0.14
[0.85, 1.57]
Race
1.40
0.07
[1.07, 1.74]
Note. Results are after controlling for job satisfaction and turnover ideation; GM = gender
minoritized; GM = gender minoritized; GA = gender advantaged; CI = confidence
interval
I provided the relevant statistics for Research Question 2-Hypothesis 3 via Table
5. Like in the previous model, I sorted Gender Minoritized*White as the baseline. As a
supplement to the information located in Table 5, r-squared = 0.09 for this model. This
figure mirrored the result from the previous model. This statistic estimated the variability
in the response due to the explanatory variables.
I computed for strength of evidence, and in this model discovered p values
associated with various levels of evidence of a relationship between race, gender, and
perceived career length in student affairs. Between the baseline of Gender
Minoritized*White and the groups Gender Minoritized*BIPOC (p = 0.07) and Gender
Advantaged*BIPOC (p = 0.08), I found moderate evidence of an association. For the
baseline group and Gender Advantaged*White, I discovered (p = 0.14) not much
evidence of a relationship. I then engaged model selection with various iterations of the
variables. I found no versions of the model that indicated a more significant relationship.
The confidence intervals aligned with the p values to estimate the effect. Each
confidence interval for the non-baseline groups spanned zero. This was another indication
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of an unconfirmed relationship between groups (Tintle et al., 2016). These results were
after controlling for the job satisfaction and turnover ideation also in the model.
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
For this analysis, the various p values demonstrated moderate to minimal
evidence that at least one race-gender identity intersection group was not equal in terms
of perceived career length in student affairs. Accordingly, there was minimal evidence to
reject the null hypothesis. I then rejected the alternative hypothesis at least one racegender identity intersection group was not equal.
Test Validity
As described in previous sections, I took corrective actions to reduce skew in the
perceived career length in student affairs distribution. I engaged a log transformation and
found a roughly symmetrical distribution as a result. This choice is a common way to
manage skewed data (Changyong et al., 2014).
After running the analysis with the log distribution of perceived career length, I
then tested the validity conditions. As in Research Question 2-Hypotheses 1 and 2, the
conditions for a multiple regression model are linearity, zero mean, independence, and
normality (Cannon et al., 2019). To evaluate linearity, zero mean, and independence, I
evaluated a fitted versus residuals plot. In reviewing this plot, I observed results to meet
the standard of these conditions.
To test the normality of the distribution, I utilized a normal quantile plot of
residuals. This was the condition that alluded a clear outcome in Research Question 1Hypothesis 5. As seen in the normal quantile plot of Figure 7, the linearity of the plot
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indicates normality as a reasonable assumption. As a result, the validity conditions were
met for this model.
Limitations, Errors, and Potential Impact
I repeated the error reduction steps in this model. I calculated the VIF. I
discovered no values above five. I then concluded no presenting multicollinearity in this
model. I then checked for high leverage points using studentized residuals. I found no
studentized residuals above the standard of three.
Research Question 2-Hypothesis 4
What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition from student affairs and the
racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction, and turnover ideation of professionals
in that field?
•

Hypothesis 4 - Student affairs professionals who estimate low career lengths in
the profession will also report lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation
after controlling for race and gender.
o H : b4 = 0 and H : b4 < 0
o

a

o H : b5 = 0 and H : b5 > 0
o

a
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Figure 7. Residual Normal Quantile Plot for Perceived Career Length multiple regression model.
Visual representation of test for normality in the distribution of y (perceived career length) in terms of x (perceived attrition
rate).
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Relevant Statistics
Table 6
Log Perceived Career Length by Job Satisfaction and Turnover Ideation Results
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Explanatory variable
Estimate
p
95% CI (log)
Job Satisfaction
1.35
<0.001
[1.09, 1.61]
Turnover Ideation
1.32
0.001
[1.07, 1.58]
Note. Results are after controlling for race and gender; CI = confidence interval
I summed the relevant values for Research Question 2-Hypothesis 4 in Table 6.
Gender Minoritized*White remained as the baseline group. Additionally, (r = 0.09) was
again true for this hypothesis.
From (p < 0.001) in job satisfaction and (p = 0.001) in turnover ideation, I found
very strong evidence of a relationship between those explanatory variables and the
response of perceived career length. As a result, I expressed 95% confidence that the job
satisfaction score increased [1.91, 0.70] years for every year increase in perceived career
length. I was also 95% confident the turnover ideation score increased [1.56, 0.55] years
for every one year increase in perceived career length. This result was after controlling
for race and gender in the model.
I plotted Figure 8 to visualize this association in one explanatory factor. This
displayed the trend of increasing the turnover ideation sum score while the perceived
career length increased. The same plot for job satisfaction by perceived attrition rate
largely replicated this trendline.
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Figure 8. Scatter plot of Perceived Career Length by Turnover Ideation. Blue line
represents a line of fit.
The Null and Alternative Hypothesis
From (p < 0.001) for job satisfaction and (p = 0.001) for turnover ideation, I
observed very strong evidence of a positive relationship between those explanatory
factors and the response of perceived career length. As a result, there is very strong
evidence against the null hypothesis for both variables. I then found strong evidence for
the alternative hypothesis that student affairs professionals who perceived low career
lengths also estimated lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation.
Test Validity and Error Reduction
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I described the validity conditions for this model in Research Question 2Hypothesis 3. I observed that the validity conditions of linearity, zero mean,
independence, and normality were met (Cannon et al., 2019). I achieved normality
through the use of a log transformation. I also outlined my approach to error reduction.
By using VIF and studentized residuals, I reviewed multicollinearity and high leverage
points with no concerning outcomes.
Summary
Methodology
In this chapter, I presented the findings for Research Question 1 and the five
hypotheses contained within that broader line of inquiry. For Hypotheses 1 and 3, I
conducted one proportion z tests to evaluate the likelihood the mode of each response
variable occurred by chance alone. For Hypotheses 2 and 4, I ran t tests to understand the
possibility the mean of each distribution happened by chance. For Hypothesis 5, I ran a
simple linear regression to review the relationship between the two response variables in
the study and determine the modeling choices for Research Question 2.
I also provided the results for Research Question 2 and the four hypotheses nested
within that question. For Hypotheses 1 and 2, I modeled a multiple regression with
perceived attrition rate as the response variable. For Hypotheses 3 and 4, I also created a
multiple regression model, but in this case, I used perceived career length as the response.
In both models, I situated race and gender as categorical explanatory factors and job
satisfaction and turnover ideation scales as quantitative explanatory factors.

107

THE PROBLEMATIC MYTH OF STUDENT AFFAIRS ATTRITION

Research Question 1 Essential Findings
A key finding for Hypotheses 1 and 3 was strong evidence for the alternative
hypothesis for each. The mode of 50% for perceived attrition rate and five years for
perceived career length likely did not occur by chance alone. From the z tests, I moved
forward with confidence that the most common response for this sample was not due to
chance variation in the sample selection.
When evaluating the means of the distribution in Hypothesis 2 and 4, I also
accepted the alternative hypothesis. For perceived attrition rate, the mean of 39.73%
likely did not occur by chance alone. The same was said for perceived career length and
the mean of 10.12 years. With this information, I understood the center of the distribution
for the response variables to be distinct from the stated myth of 50% of professionals
leave student affairs within five years (Artale, 2019; Davis & Cooper, 2017; DiniseHalter, 2017; Silver & Jakeman, 2014). This finding is a limitation in the evaluation of
the myth of interest.
In Hypothesis 5, I found the predicted negative association between perceived
career length and perceived attrition rate. This was represented through the correlation
coefficient (r = -0.40) and the value of (p < 0.001). From those statistics, I understood
there to be a relationship of moderate strength between the two response variables in this
research. However, when I conducted validity tests for the regression, I discovered an
issue with the normality of the distribution. This both limits the findings and also
prompted the need for multiple models in Research Question 2 with different response
variables.
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Research Question 2 Essential Findings
In Hypotheses 1 and 3, I evaluated the relationship between race, gender, and the
response variables. Within the data analysis of Hypothesis 1, I observed very strong
evidence of a distinct effect of race and gender on perceived attrition rate. I identified
through the regression p values below the 0.05 threshold for all four race-gender groups.
The interaction plot in Figure 5 illustrated the totality of the difference between the
intersectional groups. I found different results for Hypothesis 3. I used a log
transformation to unskew the distribution in the response variable. Then, when I ran the
regression, I discovered moderate to not much evidence of a relationship between the
various race-gender groups and the response of perceived career length. When looking at
these results in tandem, I was not able to conclude clearly about the relationship between
race, gender, and perceptions of attrition from student affairs.
I also investigated the relationship between job satisfaction, turnover ideation, and
perceived attrition rate in Hypotheses 2 and 4. In both analyses, I found very strong
evidence against the null hypothesis. As visualized in Tables 4 and 6, the observed p
values in both regressions led to accepted alternative hypotheses. As a result, I concluded
a relationship in this study between perceived attrition rate and lower job satisfaction and
higher turnover ideation in student affairs.
Transition to Chapter 5
In this chapter, I presented the findings from the research process. In the
following chapter, I summarized the findings and made conclusions from the research. I
also implied the theoretical and practical impact of this study on the myth of attrition
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from student affairs. I concluded by setting a forward direction for research and practice
along with recommendations for future study and practitioner application.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION
I began this research process because I believed a myth lived in student affairs. I
also wondered if that myth might have an active impact on the profession. I considered
the distinct possibility that scholars kept trying to solve a problem and were getting a
dizzying, conflicting range of outcomes precisely because that problem did not exist. As
a result, the very simple way of understanding my intended contribution through this
research was to confirm whether student affairs professionals believe the myth that 50%
of practitioners leave the field within five years. If they do believe that myth, then I also
sought to understand its possible impact.
Research Questions and Data Analysis
This pursuit was represented formally through the research questions.
•

Research Question 1 - How do the perceptions of attrition in student affairs align
with the myth of 50% of student affairs professionals leave the field within five
years?

•

Research Question 2 - What relationship exists between perceptions of attrition
from student affairs and the racial and gender identities, reported satisfaction, and
turnover ideation of professionals in that field?

I analyzed Research Question 1 through a variety of methodologies aimed at
understanding the belief of student affairs professionals in the myth of attrition. Once I
was able to establish that belief, then I leveraged the comprehensive nature of multiple
regression to analyze the impact of the myth in Research Question 2.
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In the upcoming sections, I provided conclusions from the findings of this
research process. I also offered implications for student affairs and its related scholarship.
I concluded this evaluation with recommendation for future research and practice.
Summary of Findings and Conclusions
There were three distinct conclusions from this research. I summarized those here
and expanded in detail on them below. I identified the existence of the myth of student
affairs attrition through an examination of the literature. I then verified practitioner belief
in that myth through survey methods research. I finally observed a relationship between
high levels of belief in the myth of student affairs attrition and race, gender, job
satisfaction, and turnover ideation. In non-scholarly terms, I found misinformation and
then saw how that misinformation might be a self-fulfilling prophecy in a professional
community.
Literature Review Conclusions
The existence of the myth of student affairs attrition was the first conclusion from
this research process. Between attempts to identify the extent of myth or to solve the
problem of attrition at least 22 research efforts have devoted time to this issue (Artale,
2020; Blackhurst, 2000; Bender, 1980; Berwick, 1992; Buchanan & Schupp; 2016;
Burns, 1982; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Evans, 1998; Frank, 2013; Holmes et al., 1983; Jo,
2008; Lawling et al., 1982; Lorden, 1998; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Renn
& Hodges, 2007; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Silver &
Jakeman, 2014; Tull, 2006; Ward, 1995; Wood et al., 1985). Through a careful reading of
those sources, I found a gap in the documentation of attrition from student affairs. Only
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one source (Holmes et al., 1983) attempted to document attrition from the profession. As
presented in the literature review, through sample size, generalizability, and the decay of
time, that source was not reliable in the present context for student affairs. This finding
made the rest of the evaluation process possible and hopefully has a lasting impact on the
profession and knowledge base going forward.
Research Question 1-Hypotheses 1-4 Conclusions
The next conclusion from this scholarly process was the community belief in the
myth of attrition from student affairs. This was evident from the modes and the result
from the one proportion z tests in Research Question 1-Hypotheses 1 and 3. As
established through the literature review process described above, I knew the lack of
established fact around the myth met the Loughlin et al. (2013) standard for the
terminology. However, I did not have enough evidence to say the concept was widelybelieved, another essential element for claiming a myth (Marimianakis et al., 2020).
The results of the mode and its statistical test changed this from hypothetical into
conclusion. The most common response for perceived attrition was 50%. The most
common response for perceived career length in student affairs was five. Statistically, this
almost certainly did not happen by accident as represented by (p < 0.001) in each of the
one proportion z tests.
The t tests I ran to understand the center of the distribution for both response
variables supplemented this information. Respondents estimated career length to be 10.12
years with a perceived 39.73% attrition rate. While these numbers do not meet the same
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level of conclusiveness as the mode, they demonstrated a high estimation of departure.
This information acted as a neutral force in the evaluation, not as a contradictory one.
In conclusion, this information provided an answer to Research Question 1. The
myth of attrition from student affairs, does in fact, exist in the field. New professionals in
student affairs believe half of their colleagues or perhaps they themselves will leave the
profession within five years. The evidence to support this belief does not exist in
scholarship. These are all the ingredients of a myth (Loughlin et al., 2013; Martimianakis
et al., 2020). As discussed in the Implications section below, this contains real
significance to student affairs practice and scholarship.
Research Question 1-Hypothesis 5 Conclusion
In addition to this conclusion about the myth, the test in Research Question 1Hypothesis 5 began to answer the question of what impact that thinking might have on
student affairs as a profession. In that simple linear regression, I tested the relationship
between perceived career length in terms of perceived attrition rate. I predicted a negative
association and found a moderate one (r = -0.40). This held that as perceptions of attrition
rate rises, the same perceptions of career length shrink. For every percentage the rate of
attrition is estimated higher, 0.12 years of estimated career length diminish.
This finding is limited by the moderate association and the validity issues with the
normality of the distribution. With that context in mind, we can tentatively conclude that
a higher belief in attrition from student affairs was connected in this study to a lower
estimation of career length. This provided an initial indication of the potentially
problematic nature of spreading the myth of attrition. Such a finding also aligned with the
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theorization of turnover contagion theory, which is discussed further in the upcoming
sections. This finding from the simple regression transitions nicely to additional
considerations of myth impact in Research Question 2.
Research Question 2-Hypotheses 1 and 3 Conclusions
In Research Question 2-Hypotheses 1 and 3, I evaluated the relationship on the
response variables from the categorical explanatory variables of race and gender. I tested
for strength of evidence and in the model for Hypothesis 1 found all (p <
0.05) associated with very strong evidence of a relationship (Bartlett II et al., 2001). In
this particular analysis, gender was an especially distinct influence, as seen through the
interaction plot provided in Figure 5.
In Hypothesis 3, I did not discover the same evidence of a relationship between
the response variable perceived career length and the interaction groups of race and
gender. From the baseline group Gender Minoritized*White and Gender
Minoritized*BIPOC (p = 0.07) and Gender Advantaged*BIPOC (p = 0.07), I observed
moderate evidence of a relationship. Between the baseline and Gender
Advantaged*White, I discovered (p = 0.14) not much evidence of a relationship. As a
result of these conflicting results from Hypothesis 1 and Hypothesis 3, I noted the
relationship between perceptions of attrition and race and gender identity as
inconclusive.
With that conclusion in mind, gender did seem to be a more acute influence on
perceptions of attrition than race. Again, the interaction plot of Figure 7 is helpful to
illustrate this point. There was meaningful movement between gender groups who also
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identified as White in the study. This finding aligned with the work of Blackhurst et al.
(1998) and Blackhurst (2000). In those studies, the researchers found job satisfaction
related to gender (Blackhurst et al., 1998) and possible gender influences on attrition
(Blackhurst, 2000). Those lines of inquiry were close to the nature of Hypotheses 1 and 3,
and the directness of their application seemed to have manifested again in this study.
This gender influence connection in the literature was more direct than that for
race. There is a considerable body of evidence to show race impacts the experience of
student affairs professionals (Davis & Cooper, 2017; Garcia, 2016; Harris & Linder,
2018; Hubain et al., 2011; Husband, 2016; Oxendine et al., 2018; Reason et al., 2002;
West, 2015). However, those applications were not directly related to satisfaction,
turnover ideation, or attrition. My inclusion of race was more prognosticative, and the
relationship between race and perceptions of attrition in this study were more subtle than
those of gender.
Research Question 2-Hypotheses 2 and 4 Conclusions
The results of Research Question 2-Hypotheses 2 and 4 were much clearer than
the preceding discussion. In these hypotheses, I tested the relationship on the response
variables with the quantitative explanatory variables of job satisfaction and turnover
ideation. I evaluated for strength of evidence and in both models found all (p <
0.01) associated with very strong evidence of a relationship (Bartlett II et al., 2001). As a
result, I concluded there is a relationship between perceptions of attrition and job
satisfaction and turnover ideation.
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This was an observational study, and it is critical to contextualize these findings
as correlation and not causation. With that in mind, for the student affairs professionals
who participated in this study, there was a connection between believing in high attrition
and then possessing lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation. This formed the
strongest evidence yet that attrition from student affairs is not a problem but thinking and
talking about it as such very well might be.
These conclusions provided an interesting counterpoint to the legacy of Holmes et
al. (1983). As established during the literature review, that study is the most likely source
of the myth of student affairs attrition. I then intentionally chose the satisfaction scale
from Holmes et al. (1983) as a fitting source for this inversion of the myth of student
affairs attrition. The satisfaction scale once used to fuel the myth has now been used to
disrupt it.
In different terms, these conclusions were another affirmation of the turnover
contagion theorizing of Felps et al. (2009). Student affairs was another industry where
evidence supports the concepts of turnover contagion. This finding was in keeping with
similar discoveries in food service (Krackhardt & Porter, 1985), teaching and nursing
(Bakker & Schaufeli, 2000), and banking and hospitality (Felps et al., 2009).
Problem Statement Conclusion
The established problem statement for this research process was: the problem is
student affairs practitioners and faculty believe attrition from the field is detrimental
without verification of an actual attrition rate or consideration of whether departure from
the field is problematic. Furthermore, turnover contagion theorists have demonstrated a
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culture of turnover begets more voluntary departure. Therefore, a possible additional
problem is the attrition myth in student affairs influencing more attrition from the field.
I aimed to evaluate this throughout the process. I provided conclusions below
regarding this statement. From the mode and the one proportion z tests, I stated with
confidence this sample believed in the myth of attrition from student affairs.
In Research Question 2, I tested the theoretical application of turnover contagion
theory and the possible relationship between the myth and race and gender, satisfaction,
and turnover ideation. I found strong evidence of a relationship in particular between
perceptions of attrition and turnover ideation. The last two parts of the problem statement
are directly related to this finding. Due to the observational nature of the study, I only
found a correlation between perceptions of attrition and turnover ideation. However, this
finding was directly in keeping with the theorization of the problem statement. It is
certainly possible that the perpetuation of the myth of attrition from student affairs
influences additional attrition from the field.
Implications
Theoretical Implications
My theoretical hypothesis in this study was functionally, if the myth of student
affairs attrition altered the engagement or turnover ideation of one staff member, then
employee turnover and engagement theory hold an increased likelihood of voluntary
departure for that person. If that departure actually occurred, then employee contagion
theory situated additional turnover as more likely. Namely, the perpetuation of the
attrition-as-problem myth in student affairs might have decreased engagement and
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increased turnover ideation, affecting individual turnover, thereby prompting more
turnover.
I was able to examine part of this hypothesis with this study. I evaluated the
relationship between a belief in attrition and job satisfaction and turnover ideation. In that
evaluation, I found a clear relationship between high attrition thinking and decreased job
satisfaction and increased turnover ideation. As a result, this project was another
validation of turnover contagion theory as outlined by Felps et al. (2009).
Practical Implications
In this research process, I discovered a lack of documentation for the myth of
student affairs attrition. I also presented an economic argument, based on supply and
demand, for why attrition is not a problem for the profession (Grissom et al., 2015).
Through Research Question 1-Hypothesis 1 and 3, I then observed a sincere belief within
student affairs in the myth. Finally, in Research Question 2, I found a relationship
between high attrition thinking about lower job satisfaction and higher turnover ideation.
I provided all this context to succinctly state that the most practical
recommendation from this research process for student affairs practitioners and scholars
is to stop perpetuating the myth of attrition. It does not exist. People believe it. By
repeating this misinformation, you may be making it worse.
This is not to say people do not become disenchanted with their work. Student
affairs may disappoint great professionals, and I would love to live in a world where
people gathered meaning in their work every day. However, perpetuating the myth is not
a solution. This implication wasn’t designed as passive. I believe we can work daily
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towards a student affairs profession grounded in possibility and outlined that path in the
Recommendations for Future Practice section below. But, starting with the problem in
mind has not worked and needed correction.
Limitations
In addition to the implications and conclusions of this study, it was necessary to
limit the findings within context. As mentioned throughout, this was an observational
study. I offered no claims of causation in this project. I also recognized the challenges of
generalizing from these findings. I utilized typical case sampling due to the challenges of
reaching a decentralized population like student affairs professionals.
I also found limits throughout this process in the normality of distribution for
response variable perceived career length. The distribution was heavily right skewed and
caused normality validity issues in every test which included that variable. I eventually
corrected with a log transformation for the perceived career length model in Research
Question 2. However, that corrective measure for skew is a source of debate in the
statistical community (Changyong et al., 2014).
Another limitation was the timing of the study in the context of a global
pandemic. I conducted this research between January and February 2021. At that time,
student affairs professionals across the country were mired in some combination of
uncertainty, unprecedented work, extended disruptions to work schedules, and concerns
for safety.
As a result of these concerns, I asked a question in the study somewhat unrelated
to the core research questions. I hoped to keep this information as context for the
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findings. Located in Question 14 of Appendix A, I asked respondents the extent to which
they believe their responses were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The responses
are located in Table 7.
Table 7
Extent of Response Impact by COVID-19
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Response Option
Count
Percentage
Significantly
187
32.98%
Somewhat
232
40.92%
Slightly
108
19.05%
Not at all
40
7.06%
From these findings, it is clear COVID-19 impacted how student affairs
practitioners responded. The emerging nature of this global tragedy made the
interpretation of this finding difficult to parse in the context of the Research Questions.
Did the pandemic increase turnover contagion due to the altered nature of work
conditions? Did higher education’s scattered and oftentimes dangerous response more
acutely affect those with marginalized identities? Was job satisfaction skewed low due to
this particular season? The answers to those questions likely do not inhabit this dataset
but are absolutely a consideration for future research. They are also a limitation on these
findings and something that must be mentioned in any discussion of this research.
My final identified limitation is epistemological. I approached this research
through a critical lens and must contextualize the findings through that method of
meaning-making. Power and identity influenced how I approached and interpreted this
research. The myth of student affairs attrition is a concept with multiple truths for those
who experience it based on the infinite intersections of race, gender, class, ability, socio-
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economic status, sexual orientation, faith tradition, and many others (Sipe & Constable,
1996). The marginalizing forces and spectrums of power that influence lives and how
people are able to approach student affairs work occupied every part of this research
process. I acknowledged that in my approach to this process and limited the findings and
conclusions in concert with that reality.
Recommendations
Future Research
My first recommendation is more of an invitation to infinite possibilities through
a cease in one sustained line of inquiry. Scholars have offered for over four decades now
solutions to the problem of attrition from student affairs (Artale, 2020; Buchanan &
Schupp, 2016; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Frank, 2013; Jo, 2008; Lawling et al., 1982; Lorden,
1998; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Rosser &
Javinar, 2003; Silver & Jakeman, 2014; Tull, 2006; Ward, 1995; Wood et al., 1985). I
claimed in this study there was a lack of documentation of any problem to solve and by
perpetuating the myth through “attrition as problem” thinking perhaps actually worsening
the problem. As a result, I recommend future scholars consider one of the myriad other
problems facing student affairs, higher education, and college students.
If scholars wanted to look more into the impact of perceived attrition on
additional attrition, I would circle them back to a vital question asked by Dr. Nancy
Evans (1988) in her literature review of the topic. She wanted to know less about
satisfaction and ideas and more about actual behaviors. An aspiring scholar could likely
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partner with NASPA or another association on membership data with publicly available
information such as LinkedIn to better understand actual departure from student affairs.
Another possible line of additional research is investigating the impact of racial
identity. That variable was murky in the data analysis. An isolated study focused on the
relationship between racial identity and turnover contagion theory would offer insight. I
found the sample of Marshall et al. (2016) to be perhaps telling in terms of who drives the
narrative of attrition. Their respondents, derived from practitioners who had already left
student affairs, were 89.5% White identifying. That coupled with the marginal impact of
perceived career length on BIPOC respondents in Research Question 2-Hypothesis 4
leads me to wonder about the results of a more racially-focused study. One possible way
to do this would be analyze by specific racial identity, as opposed to the collapsed BIPOC
category used in this study.
Future Practice
There are a multitude of student affairs practitioners and scholars who care deeply
about this issue due to their care for their colleagues. For those who want this issue to be
better, please hear this study as an active alignment of interests. As a profession, we need
to build with the possible in mind. Perez (2017) offered a brilliant example of how to
approach the work of professional care in student affairs. Have an informed plan of care,
execute it, revise it, and do it all over again. That iterative practice centers the possibility
of success and does not build from failure avoidance.
Then, when student affairs professionals inevitably leave the profession, think of
it as a natural part of the employment cycle. That is the act of an adult acting in their best
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interest. The best care we can give to them and those who remain behind is to not
stigmatize the choice.
Finally, I would recommend to faculty and student affairs decision makers to be
very conscious about who is being served when establishing or expanding a graduate
program for student affairs. I harken back to the supply and demand logic of Grissom et
al. (2015). Student affairs likely has the supply established to support the demand of jobs
available. As a result, it may be a disservice to students to create more supply in a
possibly saturated market. This is particularly problematic if the financial advantages of
affordable graduate labor factors into the decision.
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Appendix A
A Re-Examination of Attrition in Student Affairs Survey

Information about Being in a Research Study
Clemson University
A Re-Examination of Attrition in Student Affairs
KEY INFORMATION ABOUT THE RESEARCH STUDY
Myles Surrett and Michelle Boettcher are inviting you to volunteer for a research study.
Michelle Boettcher is an Associate Professor of Education and Organization Leadership
Development at Clemson University conducting the study with Myles Surrett, a PhD
student and Associate Director in the Center for Student Leadership and Engagement.
Study Purpose: The purpose of this research is to better understand the rate of departure
of student affairs practitioners from the field and the impact of said departure on the
profession as a whole.
Voluntary Consent: Participation is voluntary and the only alternative is to not
participate. You will not be punished in any way if you decide not to be in the study or to
stop taking part in the study.
Activities and Procedures: Your part in the study will be to complete a survey that
reflects your experience as a student affairs professional and your perception of the
experiences of others in the field.
Participation Time: It will take you about 5-10 minutes to be in this study.
Risks and Discomforts: We do not know of any risks or discomforts to you in this
research study.
Possible Benefits: You may not benefit directly from taking part in this study; however
we hope to ascertain vital information for the long-term benefit of the field of student
affairs.
EXCLUSION/INCLUSION REQUIREMENTS
This study focuses on new and mid-level professionals in student affairs. As a result, we
are only considering responses from those who have worked in the field for 10 years or
less.
PROTECTION OF PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY
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The results of this study may be published in scientific journals, professional
publications, or educational presentations. The information collected during the study
could be used for future research studies or distributed to another investigator for future
research studies without additional informed consent from the participants or legally
authorized representative. No identifiable private information will be collected during the
study.
CONTACT INFORMATION
If you have any questions or concerns about your rights in this research study, please
contact the Clemson University Office of Research Compliance (ORC) at 864-656-0636
or irb@clemson.edu. If you are outside of the Upstate South Carolina area, please use the
ORC’s toll-free number, 866-297-3071. The Clemson IRB will not be able to answer
some study-specific questions. However, you may contact the Clemson IRB if the
research staff cannot be reached or if you wish to speak with someone other than the
research staff.
If you have any study related questions or if any problems arise, please contact Myles
Surrett at Clemson University at surrett@clemson.edu.
ATTRIBUTION
We adapted questions with permission from Bakker, A. B., & Schaufeli, W. B. (2000).
Burnout contagion processes among teachers. Journal of Applied Social Psychology,
30(11), 2289-2308 and Holmes, D., Verrier, D., & Chisholm, P. (1983). Persistence in
student affairs work: Attitudes and job shifts among master's program graduates. Journal
of College Student Personnel, 25(4), 438-443.
CONSENT
By participating in the study, you indicate that you have read the information written
above, been allowed to ask any questions, and you are voluntarily choosing to take part in
this research. You do not give up any legal rights by taking part in this research study.
1. What is your gender identification?
o Agender
o Gender queer or non-binary
o Man
o Other
o Prefer not to answer
o Transgender
o Transman or transmasculine
o Transwoman or transfeminine
o Woman
2. Gender, if Other
o Fill in the blank

127

THE PROBLEMATIC MYTH OF STUDENT AFFAIRS ATTRITION

3. With which race do you identify?
o American Indian, Alaska Native, Indigenous, and/or First Nations
o Asian, Asian American, and/or Desi American
o Black and/or African American
o Latinx/a/o and/or Hispanic
o Middle Eastern, Southwest Asian, and/or North African
o Multiracial or Biracial
o Native Hawai’ian and/or Other Pacific Islander
o Prefer not to answer
o Prefer to self-describe
o White and/or European American
4. Race, if Self-Described
o Fill in the blank
5. How many years have/did you work as a student affairs practitioner?
o Fill in the blank
6. Which description best matches your most recent or current institution type?
o Community/Technical college
o Public 4-year w/ enrollment over 20,000
o Public 4 year w/ enrollment under 20,000
o Private 4-year
7. What best describes your graduate education experience?
o Did not attend graduate school for student affairs
o Fully-funded by institutional support or graduate assistantship
o Majority self-funded
8. What functional area did you most recently work in?
o Campus Recreation
o Diversity, Inclusion, and Equity
o Fraternity and Sorority Life
o Health and Wellness
o Housing
o Orientation
o Student Activities
o Student Conduct
o Veterans Programs
o Other
§ Fill in the blank
9. How satisfied are you with your graduate preparation?^
o Very satisfied
o Satisfied
o Dissatisfied
o Very dissatisfied
10. How satisfied have you been with your jobs in student affairs?^
o Very satisfied
o Satisfied
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Dissatisfied
Very dissatisfied
11. What percentage of people do you estimate stop working in the field of student
affairs and do not intend to return?
o Fill in the blank
12. What do you estimate is the average number of years people work in the field of
student affairs?
o Fill in the blank
13. Are you currently working as a student affairs practitioner?
o If yes
A.
How likely are you to remain in student affairs until
retirement?^
• Very likely
• Somewhat likely
• Not likely
B. How optimistic are you about attaining your career goals in student
affairs?^
• Very optimistic
• Somewhat optimistic
• Not optimistic
C. According to you, how many of your colleagues are burned out?*
• None of my colleagues
• A few of my colleagues
• Many of my colleagues
• The majority of my colleagues
• All of my colleagues
D. How often do you talk with your colleagues about the problems
you encounter when working in student affairs?*
• Never
• Not very often
• Occasionally
• Often
• Very often
E. According to you, how many of your colleagues feel mentally
exhausted by their work?*
• None of my colleagues
• A few of my colleagues
• Many of my colleagues
• The majority of my colleagues
• All of my colleagues
F. How often do you talk with your colleagues about the problems you
have with particular parts of your job?*
• Never
• Not very often
o
o
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•
•
•

Occasionally
Often
Very often

If no
G. Do you intend to return to working in student affairs?
• Fill in the blank
H. According to you, how many of your student affairs colleagues
were burnt out?*
• None of my colleagues
• A few of my colleagues
• Many of my colleagues
• The majority of my colleagues
• All of my colleagues
I.How often did you talk with your colleagues about the problems you encountered when
working in student affairs?*
• Never
• Not very often
• Occasionally
• Often
• Very often
J. According to you, how many of your student affairs colleagues felt
mentally exhausted by their work?*
• None of my colleagues
• A few of my colleagues
• Many of my colleagues
• The majority of my colleagues
• All of my colleagues
K. How often did you talk with your colleagues about the problems you
had with particular parts of your student affairs job?*
• Never
• Not very often
• Occasionally
• Often
• Very often
14.
To what degree do you believe your responses have been impacted by the
COVID-19 pandemic?
o Significantly
o Somewhat
o Slightly
o Not at all
15.
Please share any additional thoughts or comments you have about this topic of
study.
o Open response
o
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Appendix B
Bakker Instrument Adaption Permission

Figure B-1: Authorization for adaption from Dr. Arnold Bakker via Twitter Direct Message.
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Appendix C
Holmes Instrument Adaption Permission

Figure C-1: Authorization for adaption from Dr. David Holmes via Email.
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Appendix D
IRB Approval Documentation
Determination Date: 11/23/2020
Funding Sponsor: N/A

Project Title: A Re-Examination of Attrition in Student Affairs

The Office of Research Compliance determined that the proposed
activities involving human participants meet the criteria for exempt
review under 45 CFR 46.104(d).
Principal Investigator (PI) Responsibilities: The PI assumes the
responsibilities for the protection of human subjects as outlined in the Principal
Investigator’s Responsibilities guidance.
Non-Clemson Affiliated Collaborators: This exempt determination only covers
Clemson affiliated researchers on the study. External collaborators will have to
consult with their respective institution’s IRB office to determine what is required
for their role on the project.
Continuing Review: Exempt determinations do not have to be renewed.
Modifications: In general, investigators are not required to submit changes to the
Clemson University’s IRB office once a research study is designated as exempt as
long as those changes do not affect the exempt category or criteria for exempt
determination (changing from exempt status to expedited or full review, changing

133

THE PROBLEMATIC MYTH OF STUDENT AFFAIRS ATTRITION

exempt category) or that may substantially change the focus of the research study
such as a change in hypothesis or study design.
If you plan to make changes to your study, please send an email to
IRB@clemson.edu outlining the nature of the changes prior to implementation of
those changes. The IRB office will determine whether or not your proposed
changes require additional review.
Reportable Events: Notify the IRB office immediately if there are any
unanticipated problems involving risk to subjects, complications , adverse events
and/or any complaints from research participants that may change the level of
review from exempt to expedited or full board review. Additional
information available at
https://www.clemson.edu/research/compliance/irb/forms.html.
Study Personnel Changes: Notify the IRB office if the PI of the study changes.
The PI is not required to notify the IRB office of other study personnel changes for
exempt determinations. The PI is responsible for maintaining records of personnel
changes and appropriate training.
Non-Clemson Affiliated Sites: A site letter is required for off-campus sites.
Refer to the guidance on research site/permission letters for more information.
International Research: Clemson’s approval is based on U.S. human subjects
protections regulations and Clemson University human subjects protection
policies. Researchers should become familiar with all
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pertinent information about local human subjects protection regulations and
requirements when conducting research in countries other than the United States.
We encourage you to discuss with your local contacts any possible human subjects
research requirements that are specific to your research site, to comply with those
requirements and to inform Clemson’s IRB office of those requirements so we
can better help other researchers prepare for international research in the future.
New IRB Application: A new application is required if the study remains open
for more than 5 years after the initial determination.
Closure: Notify the IRB office when the study can be closed or if the PI leaves the
university. Closure indicates that research activities with human subjects are no
longer ongoing, have stopped and are complete. Human research activities are
complete when investigators are no longer obtaining information or biospecimens
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about a living person through interaction or intervention with the individual,
obtaining identifiable private information or identifiable biospecimens about a
living person, and/or using, studying, analyzing, or generating identifiable private
information or identifiable biospecimens about a living person.
Contact Information: Please contact the IRB office at IRB@clemson.edu or
visit our webpage if you have questions.
Clemson University’s IRB is committed to facilitating ethical research and
protecting the rights of human subjects. All research involving human participants
must maintain an ethically appropriate standard, which serves to protect the rights
and welfare of the participants. This involves obtaining informed consent and
maintaining confidentiality of data.
Institutional Review Board
Office of Research Compliance
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IRB Number: IRB00000481
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Appendix E
Survey Distribution Language

Figure E-1: Email language for survey distribution.
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